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PREFACE 


The Classic Maya are a fiction from which deeper realities emerge. In all 
probability, indigenous groups of the Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent zones 
never perceived themselves as a single “people” during the first millennium. 
Yet, they can be treated as such for a very simple reason: the Classic Maya 
lived in ways more alike than unlike. Most spoke related languages, including 
a prestigious form, now extinct, termed “Classic Ch’olti’an.” Some of their 
thoughts found expression in an elaborate hieroglyphic script, easily the most 
complex developed in the New World. This script recorded ideas and prac- 
tices found consistently across the Maya region. Codified symbols, including 
images freighted with meaning and narrative, reflected much of the same 
with conventions and concepts that could be understood from the lamin 
of Tehuantepec to the valleys of western Honduras. Regardless of area, the 
Classic Maya lived in civic communities of semidivine kings, nobles, farmers, 
an 
duence. Their settlements had similar layouts, their crafts and agriculture 
related technologies. Scholars can be forgiven, then, for treating the Classic 
Maya as a single phenomenon, albeit one of a diverse and complex nature. 

In part, this book is a new story of the Classic Maya. Over the last two 
decades, with more generous funding and greater numbers of Mayanists, evi- 
dence of who the Classic Maya were and what they did has increased. Large 
şs of money and other resources — although never enough — have been 
ted into archaeological digs, but not all of the results have been fully 
published, nor are there signs of their being published in a timely fashion. The 
decipherment of glyphic texts and more refined studies of iconography dis- 
e new views on the Maya. Other disciplines, from soil science to biological 
anthropology, reveal tandem information. The Mayanist can now poach valu- 
and stimulating ideas from gender or cultural studies, geography, political 
ae psychology. linguistics, art history, and comparative anthropology. The 
f that studies of the Classic Maya should be reduced to any one interpre- 
proach, be it “processual,” “ecological,” or “humanistic” archaeology, 


d craftspeople, in daily converse with spirits of sundry origin, location, and 


in 


sun 
inves 


clos 


able 
scien 
belie 
tive ap 


XIV 


Preface 


restricts rather than enhances understanding. This book attests to the futil- 
ity of maintaining rigid disciplinary boundaries or defending the sanctity of 
“_isms.” The Classic Maya will remain elusive without an eclectic and flex- 
ible approach from which scholars can paint a portrait in color rather than 
monochrome. 

A work of synthesis cannot, without becoming a tedious encyclopedia, 
cover all advances or touch on every theme and archaeological site. Nor can 
it be a chronicle of historical developments, an approach essayed successfully 
by others (Martin and Grube 2008). But it can and must chart the most 
important topics, in fair evaluation of the current state of Classic Maya studies. 
Progress in research has seldom been uniform. Most archaeological projects 
take place primarily in the lowland areas, from which the richest epigraphic 
and iconographic data emerge. As a result, our discussions deal mainly with 
the lowland Maya at the expense of their highland neighbors and target the 
southern lowlands more than the northern reaches of the Yucatan Peninsula. 
This is a weakness we attempt to remedy in part, but the uneven emphasis is 
unavoidable given the range and availability of present knowledge and authorial 
expertise. 

Synthesis walks in steady pace with analysis. The first combines and balances 
information, the other dissects and scrutinizes it. A useful line of study is to con- 
sider opposed themes, since the conflict and friction between these polarities 
produce insights into the Classic Maya. This book highlights two such themes. 
The first is the divide between inside and outside perspectives, what the Classic 
Maya said about their world and what we, from a vastly different vantage, 
perceive in their actions and artifacts. The second concerns two overlapping 
domains of the Classic Maya. One domain involves royal courts as forces for cul- 
tural conservatism and innovation. In some respects, the courts and the appa- 
ratus of ancestor veneration and god cults housed in temples were the Classic 
Maya city. As collections of palaces, pyramids, plazas, reservoirs, and courtyard 
residences, the cities served as centers of pilgrimage, worship, and defense; 
places of patronage for difficult skills; nodes of tribute and redistribution; 
repositories of the dead; schools for the courtly arts — all features that exerted 
a powerful attraction to settlement, as part of a continuing spectacle that must 
have entertained and enthralled Maya communities. In ancient perspective, 
such activities not only meant spiritual fulfillment but led to material and 
social consequences. On these hinged the successful continuation of society 
and the smooth cycling of individual lives. The other domain held the farmers, 
fishers, hunters, gatherers, and traders who made up the mass of society. Their 
labor materialized food, shelter, and other substances and objects that made 
possible the activities of royal courts, as well as the maintenance of society as 
a whole. These individuals did not merely follow cultural schemes devised by 
the royal court but actively assisted in the creation of Classic Maya society and 
worldview. Their value systems assimilated and were assimilated by those of 
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royal courts. In other ways they diverged, if in a manner that remains difficult 
to decode. 

The story of the Classic Maya concerns the convergence and interplay of 
the two domains, one courtly, the other not. Loosely speaking, the former 
contained “elites,” the second “nonelites.” We use these terms with reserva- 
tions. Our disquiet with a simplistic, two-layered model of Maya society is 
offset by the need to develop a convincing picture of power relations, one that 
nonetheless recognizes diverse social roles, statuses, and identities that over- 
lapped and crosscut. The same is true for our categorization of “farmers,” 
“craftspeople,” and “traders.” Evidence tells us that in most cases these people 
did not form distinct social groups. A craftsperson who produced exquisite art 
objects could also engage in royal ceremonies and court intrigue. An artisan 
who fired large storage vessels might just as easily hold a digging stick in his 
milpa. Our understanding of courtiers, farmers, and craftspeople is directed 
more toward activities, formalized as “practices,” that contributed to survival, 
political achievement, and social fulfillment. 

This book came into existence for several reasons. First, we wished to focus 
on the Classic Maya per se. Many excellent volumes, including those by Coe 
(1999b) and Sharer and Traxler (2005), give a rich and satisfying account of the 
Maya as a whole, from archaic lifeways to the agonies of the Guatemalan civil war 
(other such volumes include Demarest [2004] and McKillop [2006]). But we 
felt the Classic Maya deserved their own treatment. Why are there no good 
volumes on the Greeks, from Mycenae to Perikles and from Lord Byron, 
promulgator of Greek independence, to King Constantine of Greece and the 
Colonels who overthrew him? Because too much has changed in that small part 
of the world, and no scholar would willingly write such an expansive work. 
So too for the Maya. The only other book on the subject, now translated into 
English, presents the Classic Maya in discrete slices (“‘art,” “Mayan writing”) 
that do not, for us, meaningfully describe the civilization (Arellano et al. 1999). 

Second, we wished to write a book around kinds of people and, where possi- 
ble, about specific people, without, however, getting mired in the controversial 
minutiae of Classic history. Donadoni’s The Egyptians (1997) was a direct inspi- 
ration, with its delightful and instructive chapters on “The Dead,” “Women,” 
and “The Pharaoh.” The congruence of this treatment with “agency theory” 
or “practice theory” is deliberate and even provocative. In the last decade, it has 
perilous to avoid citation of Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens — 
their sway is diminishing somewhat — just as an earlier generation 
cessary to reference Maurice Godelier and Louis Althusser. To 
does this literature recycle theological concerns with free will 
149)? How is our interest in the changing pattern of Maya 
y elucidated by the feedback loops of practice and agency 
r compromise is laudable. Theories of human behavior 
al action must find a balance against those stressing 
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social hedges of the same, just as the physical facts of the human body require 
conditioning and appraisal by the human mind. This dynamism forms part of 
the human experience, and no amount of abstract modeling will account for 
all of its capricious motions. 

A third reason stemmed from our wish to present this information in an 
academic manner. For us, “academic” does not equate to snobbish or showy 
erudition. Rather, the text is designed for undergraduates, professional col- 
leagues, and other readers who wish to engage the nuances of difficult material, 
openly acknowledged to be demanding and subject to shifts of interpretation. 
In our judgment, the undoubted popularity of Maya studies is its own blessing 
and curse. Mayanists benefit from popular attention that garners jobs, TV spots, 
and fame, leading even to the recent and, by some lights, lamentable movie 
Apocalypto. That same public distinction can be the scourge of our field. There 
is an inevitable risk (and temptation) to distort, oversimplify, and sensationalize 
in a subtle form of marketing that curries yet more attention. At the writing 
of this book, we are in another such cycle, this one relating to apocalyptic 
prophecy and the year 2012. 

A final motivation for the volume is to allow readers to eavesdrop on a 
conversation that is only partly resolved. The Classic Maya records a dialogue 
between two very different people who, somehow, have made their way to 
the Classic Maya. One comes out of art history, epigraphy, and the archae- 
ology of meaning (Houston), the other from settlement analyses, household 
archaeology, and the study of power relations (Inomata). Both are interested 
in social science and in deeper stories about people reacting creatively to a 
stressed but malleable environment. Thus, the book can be said to represent 
a fusion of two perspectives joined into a whole that is designed not to be 
seamless but to be sensitive to the contradictions of the Classic Maya. Again, 
our particular expertise, the southern Maya lowlands, colors the presentation, 
in part because, with some exceptions, textual data from the northern Yucatan 
are relatively scarce and problematic. 

The narrative we devise also relates to the present, and to the connection 
between the past and the modern world. In this volume, the explicit focus on 
people comes from our self-reflection as practitioners of Maya archaeology — a 
field that, at some points in the past, devoted far more attention to objects than 
to the individuals and groups who created them. This ought to change. The 
Classic Maya left cultural and biological heirs who have suffered much over 
the past few centuries. Writing an account that focuses on people reminds 
us of the respect due to their descendants. However, this does not imply a 
blurring of Classic and modern Maya. Classic Maya do not walk on the streets 
of Santiago Atitlán, in Guatemala, or through the markets of Mérida, Yucatan. 
They deserve to be seen in context, as beings of their time and place; evidence 
from them and about them everywhere and always trumps information from 
later Maya. 
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To put this another way, the difference between a sacred king of the Classic 
Maya and a Yucatec hmen is surely greater than their similarity. A delicate 
and challenging antinomy for the students of the Maya is the srati between 
the ancient legacy of the modern Maya and the plain fact that they, like any 
other ethnic group, have recreated and modified their culture and SOCR ii 
response to changing natural and human environments. Nor should eanna: 
sion and respect for the Maya lead to a utopian view of their society. The 
Classic Maya had their share of social problems and contradictions. For all our 
admiration of Classic Maya culture, we, as scientists and humanists, necessarily 
confront the negative aspects of their world. The purpose of this book is ior 
to provide a final word on the Classic Maya and their culture. That will never 
be possible, nor can all mysteries be clarified from current data. We need 


many other perspectives, including those prompted by reactions to The Classic 


Maya. 
Readers will want a roadmap through this book. The first section, “Setting,” 


begins with Chapter 1, which introduces the Classic Maya and their academic 
study. Chapter 2 sketches a view of social convergences and dissonances among 
the Maya; Chapter 3 examines the beginnings of the Classic Maya in the Pre- 
classic, when many themes of the Classic period first appear, if obscurely. 
Chapter 4 presents the arc of Classic Maya development within its environ- 
mental setting, as currently understood and as those milieux changed through 
time. The second section, “Social Actors,” opens with Chapter 5, which iris 
royal courts that served as stages of their interaction, along with their 


to the 
and other features of court-centered settlements. Chapter 6 focuses 


denizens 
nobles that undergirded and populated the court, and Chapter 7 


considers “beings” that the Maya saw as important members of their civic 
community — deities, supernaturals, and ancestors. Chapter 8 explores the 
farmers on whom all others depended, and Chapter 9 presents the craftsmen 
d women who shaped objects of value and utility, trading them on far-flung 
These people are the most shadowy but crucial to understanding 
Jassic Maya. The final chapter examines the ruptures within 
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the majority of C 
Classic Maya society and, especially, the tumult of the Maya collapse, which 


sent the Classic Maya into oblivion. Houston was principally responsible for 
Chapters 2, $» 6, and 7, along with the Preface, whereas Inomata took the lead 
for Chapters 3, 4, 8. 9: and 10; they split work on Chapter 1. The spelling 
of royal names follows Houston’s reading of the relevant glyphs, with input 
froma magisterial book by Martin and Grube (2008); most dates, where exact, 
derive from historical texts and from the dominant correlation of the Christian 
and Maya calendar (Lounsbury 1983). The transcription of day, month, and 
language names tends a 
t alternatives exist, some equally valid. 

s from the authors’ minds and fingers but draws on the hidden 
and help of many people. Norman Yoffee commissioned the 
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book for the World Archaeology series and has been most patient with its 
slow production. His editorial board commented usefully on earlier outlines 
and drafts, although our idiosyncratic approach may seem out-of-step to some. 
Kazuo Aoyama, Alfonso Lacadena, Payson Sheets, and David Webster kindly 
commented on drafts of certain chapters, and Don Rice provided a thoughtful 
review of our first submitted manuscript. Other input came from Traci Ardren, 
David Stuart, and Karl Taube; Wyllys Andrews, Kazuo Aoyama, Tim Beach, 
Michael Coe, Bruce Dahlin, Francisco Estrada-Belli, Barbara Fash, Thomas 
Garrison, Sue Giles, Charles Golden, Nikolai Grube, Zachary Hruby, Scott 
Hutson, Sarah Jackson, Justin Kerr, Alfonso Lacadena, Juan Pedro Laporte, 
Simon Martin, Carlos Pallan, Jorge Pérez de Lara, Werner Rutishauser, Payson 
Sheets, Joel Skidmore, David Stuart, George Stuart, Karl Taube, Richard Terry, 
and Mark Zender helped with figures. Bradley Sekedat of Brown University 
did heroic labors in preparing the manuscript, and at the University of Arizona, 
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PART I 


SETTING 


CHAPTER 1 


INTRODUCTION 


THE THRILL OF DISCOVERY 


An archacologist trains for years to frame the right questions. But every now 
and then comes a flash of unexpected discovery. Takeshi Inomata felt this in the 
rooms of a ruined building at Aguateca, Guatemala. Scraping through muddy 
soil, he found a scatter of objects, including pottery, figurines, shells, stone 
tools, and pieces of jade. Many were of exquisite design and manufacture. 
Inomata soon discovered that, at Aguateca, after an attack by unknown people 
some twelve-hundred years ago, nobles or members of the royal family left 
their treasure, having fled invading enemies or been captured by attackers. At 
that instant Inomata knew his life would change. His team had uncovered a 
Pompeii of the Classic Maya, with a privileged glimpse into a lost way of life 
(Inomata 2003). Houston felt that same thrill when seeing, for the first time, 
a carved panel at Piedras Negras, Guatemala, a text just emerging from its 
sheltering earth, or while peering into an infrared TV camera at Bonampak, 
Mexico, its murals obscured by crust, its meaning laid bare by new technology 
(Houston et al. 2000; Ware et al. 2002). 

The study of the Classic Maya, who flourished in and around the Yucatan 
Peninsula from about AD 250 to 900, is in a golden age (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). 
There are unprecedented numbers of excavations, a flurry of publications 
facilitated by the web, along with dozens of advanced degrees on Maya subjects 
positions for academics who teach classes on the Maya. A largely 


or new 
d system of writing gives a strong, often surprising voice to the 


deciphere 
past (Houston 2000). Effective scientific techniques provide new detail on 
manufacture, agriculture, and imagery (Beach et al. 2006; Dunning et al. 


2002). Piqued by popular magazines, TV specials, and Hollywood movies, 
public interest has reached new heights, as does tourism in sites that are only a 


few hours away by jet or land vehicle from the United States or metropolitan 


Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras (Ardren 2006; Casteneda 1996; Aimers and 


Graham 2007). Descendants of Maya who lived at sites like Copan, Palenque 
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Figure 1.1. Map of Maya region, showing the location of archaeological sites and 
geographic features. 


and Chichen Itza pay attention to the meaning of such cities and, in some 
circles, wish to have a say in their interpretation and use. This is a rich story 
of scholarship and reception, with many participants and as many opinions as 
there are scholars working with Maya materials. In this introductory chapter 
on finding out who the Classic Maya were, we first present a discussion 
of the physical Maya setting. We follow this discussion with a history of 
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Figure 1.2. Map of the central southern Maya lowlands with the location of archae- 


ological sites. 


academic research into the Classic Maya, incorporating views influenced by 
new information conditioned by larger trends in archaeology and politics. As 
will be shown, there are many currents that waft through Maya studies. A final 
section looks at the Maya cultural landscape, which is expressive of indigenous 
de and engineered by royal and nonroyal intention. These set the stage for 


the drama of Classic Maya life. 


The Classic Maya 


THE CLASSIC MAYA AND THEIR WORLD 


Who were the Classic Maya? Their ethnic identity is a complex issue with pro- 
found historical and anthropological implications. For today’s Maya, anthro- 
pologists and cultural activists consider language the primary marker of eth- 
nicity (Fischer and Brown 1996). The Maya are, above all, those who speak 
Mayan languages. The origin of the term “Maya,” however, remains opaque. 
The sixteenth-century bishop Diego de Landa (Tozzer 1941: 7) and the 
seventeenth-century chronicler Diego López de Cogolludo (1971, I: 65) noted 
that certain areas of Yucatan, particularly those around the Postclassic center 
of Mayapan, were called “Maya.” Yet the notion of the Pan-Maya cultural 
identity is a relatively recent historical product shaped by contrasts with groups 
of European descent and Ladinos of mixed heritage who exercise economic 
and political dominance (Warren 1998). The perception of the “Maya” as a 
culturally unified, self-acknowledged population may have been nearly absent 
during the Classic period, although a general sense of similarity or relatedness 
probably existed in contrast to Central Mexican groups and the residents of 
neighboring regions (see Preface). 

Excluding the Wastekan branch, a linguistic relative occupying northern 
Veracruz, the Maya language family today includes roughly 29 known lan- 
guages, although the number may change slightly depending on classifica- 
tion (Figs. 1.3 and 1.4). The lowland area, on which this book focuses, was 
dominated by the Yukatekan and Ch’olan branches. According to recent epi- 
graphic decipherment, most Classic-period inscriptions were written in Classic 
Ch’olti’an, a predecessor of today’s Ch’orti (Houston et al. 2000; for another 
view, see Wald 2007, which strongly privileges the language of Acalan Chon- 
tal of Tabasco, Mexico). In the northern part of the Yucatan Peninsula the 
majority of the population most likely spoke an ancestral form of Yukatek, 
indicating the coexistence of an elite prestige language and a conversational 
language for everyday use. This pattern implies the importance of language 
in forming cultural ties that cut across political units, at least for the higher 
echelons of the society. Mayan speakers during the colonial period and the 
present day have occupied an area encompassing today’s Guatemala, Belize, the 
western portions of Honduras and El Salvador, as well as the Mexican states 
of Chiapas, Tabasco, Campeche, Yucatan, and Quintana Roo. 

The Maya area can be roughly divided into the lowlands and highlands, a 
geographical division that strongly shaped the courses of historical develop- 
ment (Fig. 1.1). The Maya lowlands consist of thick, horizontal limestone for- 
mations. Though flat and uniform on a regional scale, the area often exhibits 
topographic and ecological diversity on a smaller level, with well-drained 
hills and low-lying wetlands shaped through karstic formations and tectonic 
activities. A gigantic meteor hit the peninsula some sixty-five-million years 
ago, spewing, out ejecta that continue to affect water in the Maya world and 
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Figure 1.4. Map showing the distribution of Mayan language groups around 1950. 


resulting in a crater, the Chicxulub, that influenced the distribution of cenotes 
and water flow to the north. The Maya Mountains in eastern Peten and 
southern Belize add to the heterogeneity with their rugged topography and 
igneous rock formations. Rainfall is highest in the southern lowlands, with 
the annual precipitation ranging from two thousand to four thousand millime- 
ters. It decreases to five hundred millimeters towards the northwestern corner 
of the Yucatan Peninsula. A large part of the rain concentrates during the 
rainy season from May to December, with brief dry spells therein that affected 
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Figure 1.5. Flora and fauna of the Maya region, a selection, all Late Classic period: 
a) mythic tree (K1226, copyright Justin Kerr); b) flower (House E, Palenque; pho- 
tograph by Stephen Houston); c) bat (K1080); d) firefly (K521); e) jaguar (K771); 
f) crocodile (K8750) (copyright Justin Kerr). 


human activity. Because of the erosion and dissolution of limestone bedrock, 
much of the rainfall is quickly lost underground, into the byzantine maze of 
ves dissolved out of limestone. Surface bodies of water are scarce, particularly 
he northern part of the peninsula. Securing water during the dry season 
an important concern for the Maya of many areas and led to a technology 
of water capture from wells to reservoirs of varying size. 

Vegetation changes according to the precipitation, from the high tropical 
jungle in the south to low, thorny shrub forests in the north. The flora and 
fauna of the lowlands are characterized by the great diversity of species — from 
nthera onca) to tapir (Tapirus bairdii and a variety of fearsome serpents, 
documented riches in the arthropod phylum, and, along the coast, 
clude the xook, “shark”: many are attested in Classic iconography, 
and it is possible that English words like “shark” or “cockroach” were of 
Maya origin (Fig. 1.5; see Jones 1985, also Anderson and Tzuc 2005; Nations 
3006; and Schlesinger 2002). Diverse ecological niches, such as high forests in 
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uplands and low vegetation of palms and sedges in seasonal wetlands (bajos), may 
coexist in relatively small areas (Rice 1993). The Maya often used dark, fertile 
soils of uplands (Rendzina or Rendzina-like soils) for agriculture, sometimes 
building terraces to reduce soil erosion and to create planting surfaces, a trend 
that clearly accelerated during the Classic period. Vertisol soils commonly 
found in bajo wetlands shrink and harden drastically during the dry season, 
but productive wetland agriculture was possible in some areas with adequate 
drainage systems (Dunning 1996). In contrast to the remarkable biodiversity, 
the lowlands offered little in terms of mineral resources other than clay for 
ceramics and limestone as construction material and raw material for lime 
plaster. A notable exception is the chert found in limestone formations that 
was used for cutting tools. Concentrations of slate were sometimes employed 
by Classic Maya for sculptures or tools (Healey et al. 1995), and quartz pebbles 
and other objects could be collected for ritual purposes, particularly in the 
enigmatic, copious deposits in caves of Classic Maya date (Brady et al. 2005; 
Brady and Rissolo 2006). The very notion of a “resource” — from essential, 
nutritional ones like salt from brine-boiling along the coast or near salt domes 
inland to hacked-off cave stone for ritual purposes — requires a Maya mind-set 
that scholars still endeavor to understand (Andrews 1983; McKillop 2002). 

The highlands are marked by rugged mountain ranges and deep valleys 
shaped by rapid-flowing rivers, tectonics, and active volcanoes. Rainfall varies 
from below one thousand millimeters in the Motagua Valley and the central 
Chiapas depression to three thousand millimeters in the northern highlands. 
To a pronounced degree, vegetation varies according to precipitation and 
altitude, including broadleaf evergreen forests, broadleaf deciduous forests, and 
coniferous forests (Wagner 1964). The cloud forest of the northern highlands 
was home to quetzal birds (Pharomachrus mocinno), whose bright green feathers 
were highly valued. The highlands were rich in mineral resources, providing 
basalt and other igneous rocks for grinding stones and axes, as well as obsidian 
for cutting tools. Pyrite used for polished mirrors may have been obtained 
in the Huehuetenango region, and the Middle Motagua Valley is the only 
confirmed jade source in Mesoamerica (Seitz et al. 2001). Soil types vary widely 
depending on age, local climate, vegetation, and topography, but volcanic soils 
of the highlands are in general highly fertile. In highlands and lowlands alike, it 
is important to remember that patterns in vegetation and climate have shifted 
over time (see Chapter 3) as a result of rises in sea level, oscillations in rainfall, 
and human activity — the Maya world was dynamic in its natural and human 
processes, and the two were intertwined for many millennia (Beach et al. 2008; 
McKillop 2005). 


STUDYING THE CLASSIC MAYA 


“Discovery” varies according to point of view. For every archaeologist who 
claims the first glimpse of this or that site (Bourne 2001), there is a Maya 
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or humble logger or chiclero (a tapper of chewing gum sap, from chicozapote 
trees deep in the jungle) who knew of it long before. Recent studies illustrate 
how at certain sites in the southern lowlands, Maya often visited ruins to 
supplicate gods and leave objects of reverence (Palka 2005: 258-60). Others 
were never “lost,” especially in northern Yucatan, where some of the first 
archaeological maps appear in colonial documents (Tozzer 1941: 178). But 
the eighteenth century is really when Classic Maya cities, especially Palenque 
and Chiapas, attracted expeditions that influenced scholars and public alike. 
These expeditions, motivated by the need of the Bourbon monarchs in Spain 
to understand the farthest reaches of their colonies, did not in fact have an 
immediate impact, although, ironically, their projects proved destabilizing to 
the empire they sought to preserve (Dym 2006: 36-42). 

The impact of the first expeditions was rather felt through delayed publica- 
tions, appearing in steady flow from the early nineteenth century on, stirring 
interest but not, because of indifferent quality, answering many questions 
(G. Stuart 1992: 4-13). By chance, this was precisely when the Maya lands 
began to open up to foreign visitors. Spanish control, long allergic to travelers 
from other lands, gave way to national governments in Mexico and Guatemala 
that allowed perceptive explorers, most notably John Lloyd Stephens (1805- 
1852) and his artist Frederick Catherwood (1799-1854), to acquaint the world 
with Classic-period cities like Copan, Palenque, and others still in Yucatan 
(Fig. 1.6; Stephens 1841, 1843). Equipped with camera lucida (an optical device 
that facilitates copying), a skilled hand, and a will to master unfamiliar shapes, 
Catherwood recorded and communicated as never before the aesthetic riches of 
Classic civilization, although his and Stephens’ grasp of the chronology of such 
pieces remained vague. It was nonetheless Stephens who appended a descrip- 
tion of the Maya calendar, by Juan Pio Pérez (1798-1859), and thereby offered 
an indigenous view of time (G. Stuart 1992: 17; see Section titled “Time”). 

Soon, and certainly by the decades just prior to the American Civil War, 
educated readers knew that the Yucatan Peninsula and environs held ruins 
with palaces, pyramids, and inscriptions. By growing consensus, these remains 
came from Maya hands, the ancestors of indigenous peoples in and around 
the peninsula (Houston et a]. 2001: 21-3). It took a few more years, however, 
der links between Mayan languages and to treat its speakers as 


to see the broa 
albeit with varying connections to this site or that 


historically related peoples, 
inscription (Houston et al. 2001: 80-1). 


By the late-nineteenth century, individual researchers, often of independent 


means — Alfred Maudslay (1850-1931), a determined and thorough docu- 
like Quirigua, Copan, and Tikal, is the exemplary figure 
) — collected valuable information, to be complemented in 
f the century by institutions like the Peabody Museum at 


menter of sites 
(I. Graham 2002 


the final years o 
Harvard. The innovation was not the use of intrepid explorers, as that would 


continue to the present — until a surprisingly late date, into the 1950s, Maya 


archaeology had the air of “gentlemen's avocation” (M. Coe 1990). Instead 
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what changed was the presence of systematic institutional support, including 
academic and museum positions, providing both the means to undertake work 
on Classic Maya sites and to hold such people accountable through measures 
of productivity, from in-house reports to monographs and popular essays. The 
culmination of this trend, still pursued by the French government through 
research centers like the Centre d’Etudes Mexicaines et Centre-Américaines, was 
the creation of a research division of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, 
conceived by Sylvanus Morley (1883—1948), an important student of Maya 
glyphs, and steered for decades by the doyen of American archaeology Alfred 
V. Kidder (1885-1963; Givens 1992). Over time, a site-based focus on early 
(Uaxactun) and late (Chichen Itza) centers shifted to a long-term organization 
of full-time specialists, such as Ledyard Smith in architecture, Eric Thomp- 
son in Maya writing, Edwin Shook in mapping, Tatiana Proskouriakoff in 
imagery, and a focus on standardized recording (Black 1990; Weeks 2006). 
This, with work by the University of Pennsylvania at Piedras Negras, and 
ongoing academic research by Harvard and a few other universities and insti- 
tutions, such as the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University, 
brought coherent form to Classic Maya archaeology (Leifer et al. 2002). 

The aging and passing of the original team, along with a shift of priorities 
at the Carnegie, led to the closing of Mayanist research (Shook 1998). Its 
synthetic project of winnowing all such research into a comprehensible whole 
transferred to Tulane, which brought to completion a multivolume Handbook 
of Middle American Indians, even grander than the integrated encyclopedia 
contemplated by Kidder (Wauchope 1965—1976). There was some attempt 
to carry on the Carnegie program at research institutes like the New World 
Archaeological Foundation, now housed at Brigham Young University, but 
with a focus on phases prior to the Classic period (Ferguson 1956). At this time, 
Guatemala and Mexico in particular began to sponsor research by first-rate 
Mayanists, such as Alberto Ruz (1973), excavator of Palenque, and Romin 
Pifia Chan, through the creation of two official agencies, the Instituto de 
Antropologia e Historia (IDAEH) in Guatemala and the Instituto Nacional 
de Antropologia e Historia (INAH) in Mexico, with the latter undertaking 
ambitious full-scale field projects because of greater resources. Research by 
foreigners has been authorized and controlled by these agencies, with a pattern 
of ebb and flow according to local attitudes towards nonlocal archaeologists 
and the countries they come from. By the 1970s, Honduras, Belize, and El 
Salvador had created similar agencies, in many respects heavily influenced 
by, or reactive to, Mexican models. Belize and Honduras have increasingly 
sponsored research at sites of touristic potential, principally at Copan and 
the surrounding region in the case of Honduras. Likewise Guatemala has 
sponsored such research at Tikal and in a triangular region of the department 
of Peten between the large cities of Nakum, Naranjo, and Yaxha (e.g., Castillo 
1999). 


Introduction 13 


ay % 


J. E. S. Thompson 


A. Ruz Lhuillier J. P. Laporte 


Figure 1.6. Explorers and archaeologists: John Lloyd Stephens (G. Stuart 1992, 
fig. 1.114); Alfred Maudslay (1889-1902, I: pl. 27); J. E. S. Thompson (photograph by 
Otis Imboden, courtesy George Stuart); Tatiana Proskouriakoff (M. Coe 1992, pl. 29); 
Alberto Ruz Lhuillier (photograph by Otis Imboden, courtesy George Stuart); Juan 
Pedro Laporte (photograph by Alfonso Lacadena). 


Higher-level education in archaeology has developed gradually, first in 
Mexico, then Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras, producing hundreds of 
classicists, with distinguished figures like Juan Pedro Laporte (Laporte and 
Fialko 1995), Juan Antonio Valdés (1995), Oswaldo Chinchilla (2005), Héctor 
(2004) and Erick Ponciano (2002) in Guatemala, Jaime Awe 


Escobedo 
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(Awe et al. 2005) and John Morris (2004) in Belize, Ricardo Agurcia (2004) 
and Jorge Ramos (2006) in Honduras, and Antonio Benavides (1997) and 
Rafael Cobos (2003) in Mexico, along with many others. Outside of Spain 
and France, where governments support excavation, European classicists tend 
to concentrate on texts and imagery, in part because of the philological tra- 
dition from which many come (but see Isendahl 2002; Prem 2003). This has 
been accompanied by unprecedented access into Maya language, thought, and 
history through the decipherments of Maya glyphs, which has accelerated 
from the late 1950s and culminated in intense progress and often heated debate 
over the past thirty years (M. Coe 1999a; Houston 2000; Wichmann 2004). 
At least 10,000 Maya texts reveal something of their content to researchers, 
ranging from virtually complete decipherment to texts, especially on pots, of 
the utmost opacity. Nonetheless, a few major Maya cities are still “lost” in 
the sense of appearing in inscriptions but not as yet tied to any particular site 
(Grube 2004b). 

For the last fifty years, Classic Maya archaeology has evolved from a 
“colonial” practice done by foreigners in lands under the economic influ- 
ence of American or European powers to a complex activity involving many 
institutions, individuals, and government entities. Great visibility comes from 
the popular media, including National Geographic magazine and television spe- 
cials. Many millions of dollars are at stake in Maya tourism, with strong impact 
on local populations and their malleable identities (Medina 2003). The growth 
in the number of academic positions contributes to the creation of field schools 
for undergraduates, especially in countries where regulations do not prohibit 
such activities by foreigners. Schools help fund excavations that can be dif- 
ficult to support, provide training to future archaeologists, justify academic 
leaves for participating faculty, and inject money into local economies. Yet 
national sensitivities sometimes perceive the schools in a bad light. By defini- 
tion, archaeology is destructive, and such programs train foreign students at the 
expense of another country’s patrimony. At the least, most projects in Classic 
Maya sites are now formally binational, with local and foreign codirectors. 

It is likely, however, that the number of projects will decline because of 
steeply increased costs of doing excavations. Others may trend to less expensive 
survey, artifactual studies, and museum or archival research. Some of the most 
valuable work on Classic Maya landscapes comes from the relatively low-cost 
Atlas Arqueológico in Guatemala (e.g., www.atlasarqueologico.com), along with 
remote sensing sponsored by NASA (Saturno et al. 2007). Private funding 
may or may not counteract this trend, requiring as it does special contacts and 
fundraising skills that are seldom taught in graduate programs. Nor are local 
archaeologists the only constituency. Assertive communities near Classic Maya 
cities, especially in Guatemala but also in parts of Mexico, lay increasing claim 
to control over, and even revenues from, ruins. Often, the sites are leverage for 
local improvements by national governments. In conditions of poverty, land is 
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at a premium, including that of archaeological reserves in countries that can ill 
afford to police them. Classic Maya archaeology may be in a golden age, but, by 
a pessimistic view, it ventures into a period of radical restructuring, and perhaps 
severe reduction, at the very time it bursts with promise and intellectual energy. 

Classic Maya ruins have also been at high risk over the last three decades. 
emoteness and civil unrest kept many sites in comparatively undisturbed 
condition. Insurgents tended to look dimly on visitors to regions under their 
control, and, in turn, the military viewed people in the jungle as potential 
guerillas. Populations now expand vigorously into ruins, burning to prepare 
land for agriculture and eventual sale to landowners intent on stock raising. 
Fueled by demand for marketable goods on the art market, looting has lashed 
much of the Maya region, although with less activity in the last decade (M. Coe 
1993; Paredes 1999). Debate also surrounds the widespread practice of con- 
solidating and, in some cases, reconstructing Maya sites for touristic purposes 
(Quintana 2000). Such practices are dictated by permits and, with care, can 
be done in a scholarly fashion to the economic benefit of local communities. 
The dominant aesthetic demands a telegenic ruin, with removal of vegeta- 
tion and preparation of neat masonry surfaces, usually unplastered. (Gaudy 
with red paint, few Classic buildings of any scale would have looked like this 
originally.) Yet maintenance costs are high in the tropics, and there may be 
limits to how many structures can be exposed to view. The ironies are many — 
Classic structures are held together by vegetation yet actively undermined by 
it; freshly consolidated structures are assaulted and disfigured by seasonal rain 
and fungus. Greater access invites more wear and tear by tourists. There are 
no easy solutions to the predicament of Classic Maya ruins in the coming cen- 
tury. “Do no harm,” as enjoined on all medical doctors, cannot be applied to 
archaeologists, who, aside from mapping and remote sensing, reshape forever 
what they hope to study. One of the most effective solutions has been the 
removal of important sculptures and building façades at Copan to a regional 
sculpture museum nearby, thereby reconstituting such mosaics in protected 
settings to powerful effect (B. Fash 2008). 


TIME 


From the nineteenth century onwards, and in large account because of deep- 
ening study by the Carnegie, Harvard, Penn, and Tulane, a distinction became 
ar between the buildings, ceramics, imagery, and glyphs of sites clustering 
e southern part of the Yucatan Peninsula, on the one hand, and those in 


cle 
near th 
the northern part of the peninsula, on the other. The first constituted the “First 


Epoch” or, as it was called a few years later, the “Old Empire,” the second 
the “Second Epoch” or “New Empire” (e.g., Spinden 1913: 155, 198-9). No 
“political unity” was implied by a term like “empire,” only a certain degree of 
homogeneity and “common culture,” which spread from the southern parts 


16 


The Classic Maya 


of the peninsula to other regions through a process of “Mayanization” chat 
diffused to “culturally provincial” regions the technologies of writing, fine 
pottery, and the tendency to settle in large sites (Morley 1947: 50, 72; Morley 
and Brainerd 1956: 41; cf. Thompson 1940: 129, who questioned the supposed 
geography of these terms). 

Throughout ran a sense of evaluation. One scholar, for example, described 
a subperiod of the “Old Empire” — its final century, in fact — as the “Great 
Period” because of its “esthetic heights” (Morley 1947: 54). By 1950, the 
“Old Empire” was the “Classical Period,” a time of “relative peace,” “hierachic 
[priestly] cult, in relative uniformity that existed atop ‘divergent local cultures’” 
(Thompson 1971: 6). The description of periods was generally thought most 
useful if it could express something intrinsic to that period, a practice also 
applied to the chronology of other parts of the Americas, such as the Andes 
(Kubler 1991: 34~5). A few years later, the scholarly framework had shifted to 
a progression from “Preclassic” or “Formative” to “Classic” to “Postclassic,” 
with overt claims that the stages were developmental, the “Classic stage” 
being, among the Maya and other groups, a time of “excellence in the great 
arts, climax in religious architecture . . . [and] the beginning of urbanism”: 
“superlative” is the descriptive adjective (Willey and Phillips 1958: 75, 182-3), 
along with “stability” and “unchanged” Maya culture (Morley and Brainerd 
1956: 436). A “criterion of excellence” supposedly characterized the imagery 
of the time (Proskouriakoff 1950: 8), passing from an austerely “archaic” style 
to a “classic” and then a “flamboyant” phase (Thompson et al. 1932: 190). 
The imagery underwent a gradual devolution from a focus on “religious” 
or “spiritual” themes to a focus on “physical properties,” and then to an 
emphasis on “dynamic composition” before finally exhausting itself at the end 
of the Classic period in what has been described as “truly a retrogression” 
(Proskouriakoff 1950: 181). The decline was thought to be moral in origin. 
As pointed out in one of the earliest studies of Maya imagery, “any long- 
continued period of communal brilliancy undermines morals and religion and 
saps the nerves and muscles of the people as a whole” (Spinden 1913: 198). 

At the same time, and despite such claims for qualitative change, the Maya 
were believed to possess fixed attributes: “unusually honest,” “little inclina- 
tion to leadership,” “intensely superstitious” or “fundamentally conservative” 
(Morley and Brainerd 1956: 32-7; Steggerda 1938). In part, these came from 
particular friendships between certain archaeologists and Maya, where this or 
that person was seen to exemplify the whole (Thompson 1950: 13; 1963: 118, 
127, 218). Some of the findings appeared in a journal with the sinister title of 
Eugenical News, a “Current Record of Human Genetics and Race Hygiene” 
(Steggerda 1931). As a concept, “national characteristics” are well-established 
as a means of describing people, even as self-description — “We French are 
intellectual; we English are industrious” — but with little factual support in 
actual assessments of personality (Terracciano et al. 2005). Statements of this 
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sort about the Maya would be made with embarrassment today. and were. in 
fact, questioned in the mid-twentieth century by those who wondered how 
similar the “builders of Tikal and Copan” could be to “the culture of present- 
day Lacandon [Maya] " (Proskouriakoff 1950: 1). Most Mayanists retain a term 
like “Classic” because of long-standing use, not out of any affection for the 
label. The steady task of Preclassic specialists has been to show that “Classic” 
features — writing, corbelled vaults, monumental architecture, rulership — 
appeared long before Classic times (Coe 1965; Hansen 1gy8): researchers of 
the Postclassic strongly and correctly deny that theirs is a period of social or 
cultural decline or decay (A. Chase and P Rice to8s: 1). But several features 
are undeniable: the Classic period offers the most legible and copious texts, 
with consequences for transparency to scholarship, and, in many areas, the 
highest amount of population. 

Archaeological time is analytical time. It exists because it is useful to scholars, 
who need it to understand their deposits and the artifacts within them. The 
usual mode is to rely on ceramics, which change more quickly than other 
artifact classes, and to group these by periods that establish parameters for 
excavations — a ceramic of a particular type probably dates a deposit, unless it 
has been mixed with later materials, a matter for stratigraphy to disentangle 
(e.g, Sabloff 1975). Archaeologists build chronologies of individual sites or 
regions by dividing them into units of time called “phases” that correspond 
to sets of ceramics or “complexes.” In rough terms, this works well because 
many ceramics tend to change stylistically over a span of fifty or more years 
(related possibly to the working life of a potter or to the tastes of patrons 
and consumers) and, through broad copying, extend across large parts of the 
Maya region (Fig. 1.7). Yet all specialists acknowledge that the requirement 
of placing ceramics in classificatory schemes, especially by surface treatment, 
is Not a sensitive means of discerning changes over time. Much research of 
this sort remains to be done. With meticulous excavation, chronology can be 
extraordinarily subtle, as in the microphases of architecture discerned within 
deep and complex stratigraphy of places like the North Acropolis at Tikal, 
the burial place of many rulers at the site (W. Coe 1990). But the dating is 
relative, a sequence in which something can be said to come before this or 


the 


that, yet not by how long. 

Typically, Classic Mayanists do not infer their absolute dates by “absolute” 
means. Exceptions include radiocarbon dating and obsidian hydration, which 
examines the gradual absorption of water to suggest when shaping might have 
taken place (a thick “rind” expresses great age, a thin one far less time; Freter 
1993; Ralph 1965). For the Preclassic period, radiocarbon dating remains the 
primary basis of chronological studies, along with ceramic cross-dating across 
different regions. Researchers can calibrate carbon dates to approximate cal- 
endrical measures (in this book all dates are calibrated or calendrical), but their 


effectiveness is hampered by the flattening of the calibration curve between 
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Figure 1.7. Chronological chart of ceramic phases in the Maya lowlands and adjacent 
areas. 


800 and 400 BC, a time-period crucial in terms of Preclassic social change. 
Readers should know that Preclassic dates may contain substantial error or 
leeway. For later periods, specialists largely rely on a Maya framework of dates, 
precise to the day, and link such dates to particular deposits (Fig. 1.8). Not 
a few inscriptions relate directly to the dedications of stelae, buildings, pyra- 
mids, and other features (D. Stuart 1998: 387-93). There are variants of Maya 
“absolute” determinations, some so stripped down as to puzzle researchers, 
with only the basic 260-day calendar and another that interlocks with it in 
365-day orderings. Together, these create a fifty-two-year cycle. The 260-day 
period resembles to a striking degree the approximate span of human gestation 
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Figure 1.8. A Maya date in the fifty-two-year calendar, 
Tonina stucco jamb, Acropolis, AL) 708 (photograph by 
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and was, in rare cases, used by the Classic Maya to name people, as at Palenque 
and a few others sites (Earle and Snow 1985). These names probably refer to 
a person’s date of birth within the calendar, in a pattern that recalls an early 
colonial practice among the Maya (Campbell t988: 373-86). But the 260-day 
placements of certain events can be hard to fix in broader time. Presumably, 
as with many texts, the scribes assumed background information unavailable 
to present-day readers. Other dates are regional variants, including a Yukatek 
version that situates time within cycles of twenty years, but with sufficient 
precision to pinpoint placement. A few Maya sites emphasize the count of 
twenty-year periods, in anticipation of much later, colonial-era documents 
that do the same (Bricker and Miram 2002). Pomona, Tabasco, is one such 
location. It has fragmentary panels that stress long tabulations of twenty-year 
spans, if always in reference to dynastic officiants (Garcia Moll 2005, lam. 6-4, 
6-8, 6-8). 

A more ostentatious count specifies the time elapsed from the beginning 
of a great Maya cycle, comprising thirteen units of pil or pik, a period of 
144,000 days (D. Stuart 2005: 137; Thompson 1950: 147). This is the so-called 
“Long Count,” meaning that it counts an impressive amount of time by use 
of enumerated quantities of years, months, and days, along with, in rare cases, 
far higher cycles reaching thousands, even millions of years (Fig. 1.9). A text 
at Coba is a notorious show-off in this respect, more display than intelligible 
record of time (I. Graham and von Euw 1997: 22). At the beginning of this 
period, on August 13, 3114 BC — or so a few texts tell us — new hearths were 
replaced under godly supervision, although much about these texts continues 
to perplex experts (Freidel et al. 1993: 61-75). 

What is crucial is that the Long Counts represent theological statements 
about events in the deep past, whereas the Yukatek variant concerns an arith- 
metical structure of time. The closing of the Long Count, for another act 
of presumable renewal, takes place in AD 2012. The presence of these dates 
helps define the Classic period, a time when inscriptions bore such records. 
Along with these accounts are close or predicted observations of celestial events 
that involve a surprising number of heavenly bodies, including distant planets 
barely visible to the naked eye (Justeson 1989: 76-129; Lounsbury 1978). Not 
a few buildings relate to the calendar or to diurnal movements of the sun. 
Twin-pyramid complexes at Tikal and a few other sites appear to have been 
erected at twenty-year intervals, one to the east, another to the west, with plain 
stelae in front of the eastern pyramid (C. Jones 1969). Similarly, the “E-group” 
complexes, which go back to the Preclassic period, are oriented to the rise 
and fall of the sun; the building to the west has four stairways, and a long 
platform lies to the east, oriented in north-south manner (Aimers and Rice 
2006). Other proposed alignments of buildings and celestial features are more 
speculative (cf. Aveni and Hortung 1986, 1989). 
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Figure 1.9. A Maya Long-Count date, Dos Pilas Stela 8, AD 727 (drawing by lan 
Graham, courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


Such features extol abstract, intellectualized ame, meshed within intricate 


cycles that spin in endless progression. They do not concern the “lived” or 


experienced time that intruded daily into Classic lives (see Golden 2002: 


14-103, for discussion; also P Rice 2004: 46-76). The Classic Maya perceived 
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rulers themselves as embodied time, and their underlings as symbolic bearers 
of the first days of the year (Fig. 1.10; Houston et al. 2006: 81-9; Schele 
and Miller 1986, fig. II[]-12). Other Classic Maya, less concerned with arcane 
calendars or grandiose self-conception, would also see the passage of the day, 
the variable coming of the moon, a seasonal calendar of rains and solar heat, 
wet counterpoised to dry, and hurricanes (Dunning and Houston 2009). Subtle 
signals, noticeable to most agriculturalists, would tell them when to plant, 
when to harvest, and when to leave fallow depending on the agronomic 
technology in use (Chapter 8). And, finally, there were the human cycles of 
birth, life, death, and that-which-came-after, seen tangibly in the residue of 
human bone in formal and casual deposits at Classic Maya sites (Chapter 7). 


A CULTURAL LANDSCAPE 


The landscape of the Maya people was shaped by local experiences of physical 
space and an imagined world order of distant or mythical places. This universe 
can be viewed as a layered, concentric space, consisting of the center, the sphere 
of daily activities, and distant locales, as well as the heaven and underworld. 
Stone and earth lay below, pierced by caves. The sky arched above, as shown in 
Classic imagery by a segmented band with signs for celestial elements, ending 
in the heads of a raptor. The Maya often represented the center with images 
of the Maize God and ceiba trees serving as the axis mundi, or “world axis” 
(Freidel et al. 1993: 39; Taube 1985). This view, however, does not necessarily 
mean the presence at any one place of the absolute center of the world. In 
the fragmented political landscape of the Classic Maya, the civic core of each 
polity and the body of the ruler were probably perceived as pivotal points of 
the universe, at least in the view of the elite. For the rest of the population, 
the cores of smaller villages or individual dwellings may have been the centers 
of their perceived universe. A singular property of Maya beliefs, from early 
to latest times, was the ability to create microcosms, a small-scale object, 
even a plate or dish, coming to serve as a token of a vast totality (Houston 
1998). 

The inner and outer spheres of this concentric order should not be con- 
ceived simply in terms of Euclidean three-dimensional space. Images of the 
broader universe were implicated in the construction of settlements, and the 
experiences of lived spaces were projected outward to the cosmos. Moreover, 
such perceptions of spaces were inseparably tied to concepts of time and pat- 
terns of cyclic movement (Coe 1965; Berlin and Kelley 1961). The sky and 
the broad universe were understood in relation to the distant past, including 
the beginning of the current era, when a “new” or “first hearth-place” was 
modified in some as-yet-unknown way (Freidel et al. 1993: $9-122), as well 
as to the daily and seasonal cyclicality dictated by the movements of celestial 
bodies. The meanings of the landscape were created by association with the 
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Figure 1.10. Ruler as embodied time, Yuknoom Ch’e’n of Calakmul (after vessel 
Ebl1413 in Museum zu Allerheiligen in Schaffhausen, Switzerland [Prager 2004, 


fig. 2]). 


memories and narratives of distant and immediate ancestors, historical events, 
and individual experiences. 

Besides these rather abstract constructs, it is unclear how the Maya perceived 
the spatial organization of the Maya area as a whole (cf. J. Marcus 1976). A 
monument from Altar de los Reyes, Campeche, takes the form of a circular 
altar — for ancient Maya, the shape of the earth — ringed by the titles of 
many rulers (Grube 2003, fig. 2; see Chapter $). The altar itself appears to 
be labeled as a supernatural “throne” or fz’am, perhaps for the local lord, and 
may tabulate a list of kings that defined the political landscape of the time, as 
seen from Altar de los Reyes. Royalty and other elites often visited other Maya 
centers in diplomatic trips, as princesses sent for marriage at foreign courts, and 


during war 
Recent results of bone chemistry analysis further underscore the 


considerable mobility of the elite (Buikstra et al. 2004). The Naj Tunich cave 
in the Classic period and Chichen Itza in Postclassic times attracted pilgrims 
oss political boundaries (Stone 1995). Such mobility was complemented 


campaigns. Clearly, rulers maintained good knowledge of various 


regions. 
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by strong attachment to native places, as reflected in the persistence of many 
dynasties after defeat. In most cases, ties between people and their homelands 
prevented victors from usurping the territories of enemies. 

Beyond the Maya area, there is evidence of direct contacts with Teotihua- 
can and other distant cities (see Chapter 5). Such long-distance interactions, 
however, were most likely limited to a relatively small number of elites. For 
the majority of Maya these places in the west were more mythic and imagined 
than not. Claims of connections to the west often served to provide sources 
of the royal authority (see Helms 1998). The Classic Maya cherished Olmec 
heirloom objects long after the collapse of the southern Gulf Coast centers 
(M. Coe 1966), and the rulers continued to use the images of Teotihuacan 
symbols as representations of royal power after the demise of this Central 
Mexican metropolis (Stone 1989). Similarly, some elites in Yucatan and the 
Maya highlands during the Postclassic period claimed descent from ancestors 
in the west. 

At a local level, Restall (2001: 336) demonstrates that the colonial-period 
Maya in Yucatan conceived their political and social world in concentric 
form. The center was the patio of the community marked by a ceiba tree, 
which was then encircled by the settlement of the cah (municipal community), 
the territory of the cah, and the larger polity, which was a loose political 
organization of communities subordinate to the center. The outermost layer 
corresponded to the entire Yucatan peninsula, involving many competing 
polities. This pattern most likely had its antecedents during the Classic period 
or even earlier, although the distinction between settlement and surrounding 
areas was probably less clear before the Spanish forced rural populations to settle 
in towns (the so-called congregación policy). Causeways, or sakbih, radiating out 
from Caracol, Coba, Chichen Itza, and other centers indicate patterns of 
communication and symbolic connections between core and periphery. An 
even earlier version of this pattern can be seen in causeways extending from 
the Preclassic center of El Mirador across wetlands (I. Graham 1967: 40-2: 
Hansen 1998). Defensive walls are not common at Classic Maya centers, but 
when present, as in the case of Becan and Chunchucmil, they surround the 
symbolic core of each community. The rare system of concentric walls at 
Aguateca appears to contain and define settlement (Fig. 1.11). 

A concentric order appears to correlate with the decreasing reach of royal 
power and increasing distance from the center. One aspect of this pattern is 
a distinction between the domesticated and the wild. Taube (2003) argues 
that the civilized world of settlements contrasted with the dangerous forest 
inhabited by fearsome animals, such as snakes and jaguars. This duality, how- 
ever, can not be confused with the stark opposition between good and evil in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. Many Maya deities combined destructive and 
productive forces, and, in like manner, the forest was both dangerous and ben- 
eficial. It emanated supernatural power, as seen in the prevalence of jaguars 
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Figure 1.11. Concentric walls at Aguateca, Guatemala. 
and snakes in royal symbolism, and provided animals for hunting and plants for 
gathering (Taube 2003). Moreover, a significant part of forests were probably 
half-domesticated, in that the Maya tended them to encourage the growth of 
useful species. Such forests may even have provided refuges where commoners 
escaped elite coercion, a Migration amply attested in colonial umes. Although 
the Maya of the colonial period and the present day typically perceived their 


communities as bounded space (J. Marcus 1983a; Wisdom 1940: 421-2), it 
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is unclear whether the Classic Maya had comparable ideas. Subtle markers, 
such as heaps of stone, have yet to be detected at Maya sites. There are, how- 
ever, walls across valleys in northwestern Peten, Guatemala (Andrew Scherer, 
personal communication, 2008), and bounded areas of smaller size, known 
as solares, occur throughout the northern part of the peninsula (Barba and 
Manzanilla 1987; Hutson et al. 2006; Martos López 2002). 

Concentric spaces were further ordered by directional concepts that 
accorded with the passage of the sun and sectors at right angles to it (Vogt 1976: 
58). At La Milpa, Belize, researchers detected minor ceremonial complexes at 
3.5 km from the civic core, all neatly disposed in cardinal directions (Tourtellot 
et al. 2002). In the civic layouts of Maya cities, however, directional patterns are 
not as evident as in the case of earlier La Venta or contemporary Teotihuacan 
(see Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; M. Smith 2003). The significance of rough 
orientation to the cardinals is more noticeable in the placement of temples and 
other buildings (Becker 1971). Various layers of concentric organization may 
also have broken into smaller spatial units. The Maya area comprised com- 
peting polities, and individual kingdoms probably nested within larger sectors 
called tzuk (see Chapter 5; Beliaev 2000; Schele and Mathews 1998: 23). 

Another spatial scheme was the mosaic created by natural topography. The 
karstic landscape of the lowlands consisted of hills and wetlands in small areas, 
knowledge of which was critically important to Maya farmers (Fedick 1996), 
shaping their mythical imagination as well. Hills (witz) provided well- dened 
terrain for human occupation, cooled by delicious breezes, and their interiors 
were considered sources of water, in part because springs often 
edges (Stuart 1997a). As the homes of rain deities, caves (ch? 
access to water — in certain atmospheric conditions, sm 


appear near their 
e’n) in the hills gave 


T- all clouds of mist, tokens 
of the rain spirit, cluster near the openings of caves. Whereas water nourished 


humans and plants, it was also tied to the watery world of afterlife 
common expression of death was och ha’, “entering water” 

Centers and settlements replicated these features, P 
tations of hills, the dark interiors of their summit te 


, and a 
(Stuart 1998: 388). 
yramids were represen- 


ce mples likened to caves. 
Temples were also conceived in part as sleeping places (wahyib) of gods (see 


Chapter 7). Plazas in front of them may have been associated with watery 
domains (Schele and Mathews 1998: 45), providing spacious settings for com- 
munity performances, many attested on stelae. Even More impressive are the 
complex and abundant hydraulic systems crafted by the M 
and Fash 2006). Thus, centers and settlements represented both productive 
and dangerous forces of the world. This notion is most evident in the appar- 
ently deliberate placement of some ceremonial buildings over caves (Brady 
1997). 

The most common type of buildings was obviously the dwelling. Where 
the Maya term naah referred to generic buildings, otoot meant residential stru 
tures, roughly comparable to the Western concept of “home” ( 3 


aya (e.g., Lucero 


as 
C- 
Plank 2004). 
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Most residential complexes, including the humblest huts of poor farmers and 
ostentatious royal palaces, shared the basic template ofan arrangement around a 
square patio, despite substantial differences in scale and complexity. Residential 
complexes were primary spaces for the domestic life of the households and at 
the same time provided stages for political negotiations and social networking 
with other groups through diplomatic meetings, feasts, and gatherings for kin 
and local groups. Symbolically, houses were a microcosmos of the Maya world, 
with their four corners and the hearth mirroring the cardinal directionality 
and the mythical hearths evoked by the Long Count system. The Maya typ- 
ically buried their dead under house floors, and these buildings thus served 
as material representations of kin-group history (however those bonds were 
understood) and ties to ancestors (McAnany 1995). 

For the Maya the physical world did not consist simply of inanimate, static 
matter. The sky, hills, bodies of water, and buildings pulsed with spirits, power, 
and cultural meanings. They formed a dynamic universe, along with the gods, 
ancestors, animals, plants, material objects, and human beings (twinik) that 
inhabited it. People’s engagements with these features of the cultural landscape 
activated and controlled their power. Such engagements took diverse forms, 
including rituals in caves and on mountain tops, mass spectacles in plazas, 
fire-entering ceremonies in buildings, agricultural activities, and collections 
of mineral and other resources. In this setting, with these actions, the Classic 
Maya flourished for most of the first millennium. 
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CHAPTER 2 


SOCIALITY 


CLASSIC MAYA SOCIALITY 


Like any people, the Classic Maya lived with pressures that integrated and 
divided their world. Their unequal society implied the strong operation of 
cohesive and conflictive forces. Inequality imposed a burden on the poor, the 
weak, and the unprivileged that had to be obscured, counteracted, or justi- 
fied in some manner. Without such disguises and counterforces, their society 
would disintegrate or run the risk of severe disruption insofar as “dominance 
is always incomplete and monopoly imperfect” (Michael Walzer, cited in I. 
Morris 1997: 97). Perspectives on how these forces influenced the Maya depend 
in part on the researcher. Some Mayanists prefer to see Classic societies in more 
harmonious terms, antagonistic to outsiders but treating members according to 
a distinctive form of sociality that emphasized covenants or binding, apeina 
urally sanctioned agreements. Others see the Maya as congeries of factions or 
interest groups, in continual negotiation and conflict over resources, with elites 
oppressing and exploiting their social inferiors (Pohl and Poh] 1994). Rather 
than accepting their fate, those inferiors devised various means of resistance. 
The truth lies somewhere in between these perspectives. The Classic Maya 
as centripetal ones. 
The two perspectives, one emphasizing harmony, the other internal conflict, 


moral community and 


two accounted in large measure 
for the dynamism and paradoxes of the Classic Maya world 


lived in a vibrant world, affected by centrifugal forces as well 


correspond to two general models of Maya sociality: the 
the divided society. The tension between the 
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“Morality” is a system of values, of sentiments or principles that are 
thy, desirable, and proper” in a given culture (Klass 1995: 42). Mor 


account of ideas about right and wrong and the 


*WOor- 
ality takes 
n influences actions accord- 


ing to those values. Such a system determines which behavior is right and 
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appropriate given a certain set of circumstances — what has been described as 


“prudential morality” — and according to an ultimate sense of ethical objectives, 


described as “transcendental morality” (Bailey 1981: 23-24; Fiirer-Haimendort 


1967: 226). It lays just as much emphasis on internal, subjective guidance as 
external, censorious judgment. It also focuses on a “moral object” or an “object 
ofconmnitment” (Durkheim 1961: 8, 29, 90). A moral object is a focus — always 
symbolic, sometimes concrete and material — that allows people to channel 
their purpose in ways that satisfy notions of rightness and propriety. Today, in 
some circumstances, “morality” implies httle more than cant and hypocrisy, 
but that is a more recent perspective that casts moral judgment into the realm 
of irrelevance in everyday life. In most societies — and perhaps especially those 
with weakly developed systems of adjudication and law-making — morality 
shapes individual behavior to a powertul extent. People tend to believe that 
the system is nota lie (Durkheim 1965: 14). Moral decision making demands 
and presupposes commitment to the system. Having decided that there are 
good and bad acts, a moral actor must respond to that understanding, either 
positively or negatively, according to an understanding of moral vectors. 

Nonetheless, for all its seeming abstraction, morality involves calculations 
that are intensely personal and self-interested. From this, morality draws special 
force, for the simple reason that the actor cannot easily escape or ignore those 
calculations. No two people will use the same reasoning, invoke the same emo- 
tions that elicit action, or behave in precisely the same way. Often the choices 
will be reflexive or automatic, arising from custom and habitual practice 
(Bourdieu 1990: 53; Mauss 1950: 368-9). But, inevitably, a decision will be 
made according to what is perceived by the actor to be right or wrong in a 
process by which the self disciplines itself into a posture of integrity (Lamont 
2000: 22-3). That this decision should also be influenced by ideas about sen- 
sible, effective, and self- or group-promoting behavior in no way diminishes 
its strength. Behavior hinges precisely on what is thought to be helpful to 
the moral actor according to a sense of culturally determined fulfillment. In 
emotional terms, moral action promotes a sense of well-being — it makes the 
actor feel content. 

As a premise for action, morality nonetheless depends on something more 
than individual experience and response. Individuals are moral actors in the 
sense that they make daily decisions about right and wrong conduct. Yet, 
ably, morality develops from social interaction: it does not arise sponta- 


undeni 


neously, although theologians and a few sociobiologists would find a propen- 


sity to moral decision making in human nature. The example and guidance 
of others allow someone to form an idea of appropriate conduct. By various 


encouragements OF reprimands, members of a society collectively condone 


some actions and condemn others. This leads to adjustments in individual 
behavior and guides future practice in a process that begins at infancy and 


continues until death. Penalties and censure restrain the grossly self-indulgent, 
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In most societies, immoral thoughts carry no punishments, yet immoral actions 
do. Ultimately, morality implies, in its breach, parallel notions of deviance and 
social aberration, the right way existing in uneasy relation to the wrong (Selby 
1974: 21-2). Our wish to understand Classic Maya moralities carries with it 
an obligation to discover what they considered bad and evil. The absence of 
moral reasoning, especially in societies with undeveloped systems of coercive 
law or state-imposed fiat, would lead, logically, to anarchy or a Hobbesian 
condition of unregulated individual desire. No community could long survive 
this state, nor could any nonsociopathic human exist without some notion 
of morality. Indeed, the Maya collapse, a time of civic disintegration in some 
areas, was probably both a material crisis and a moral predicament that frayed 
social contracts. 

Morality is a complex part of human existence. The relation between moral 
values and practice shifts constantly. Individual experience accounts for much 
of that fluctuation, as does the fact that no system of beliefs is ever entirely 
consistent (Beidelman 1986: 4). For example, an obligation to kin may out- 
weigh an obligation to a ruler such that the moral actor will need to adjust to 
a particular situation by weighing alternatives choices (Harman and Thomson 
1996: 22). Some actions may be thought desirable in one context, but oblig- 
atory or impermissible in another. In addition, different moral systems may 
co-occur, with peasants employing a moral system that is consciously distinct 
from that of elites (Giddens 1994: 173; Howell 1997: 4, 
167-73). 

= ses oe crucial issue is pe moral values are absolute — 
whether all societies share basic concepts of right and = 
values or moral standards pertain Sa to ce ee Ge ant 
Most likely these views are in themselves right and wrong: a pne 
right-thinking behavior is surely universal, yet the nature of moral reasonin 
and “right-thinking” varies enormously. For the Classic Maya lo g 
“right” to torture and humiliate captives, just as some countries todav find 
it “right” to execute criminals or to honor the liberties of “individuals ” No 
disrespect oF personal CORED iternided in asserting that these notions of 
rightness exist within and because of particular historical and cultural milie 
A Western “individual” relates to a concept of Personhood that ha ae 
defined in occidental thinking and jurisprudence over the last two Hs een 
years (Mauss 1985). As we shall see, personhood did not hold the same ee 
for the ancient Maya. € 
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similar word appears in most Mayan languages, with the sense, as among Lakan- 
don Maya, of someone who is a “correct” leader (Boremanse 1998: 69), or, as 
in Ch’ol Maya, someone who is “responsible” (tojlel, Josserand and Hopkins 
n.d.). Ch’olti’ uses to for “truth” and assigns, much like English, a positive value 
to the “right hand,” to-cab (tohk’ab, Ringle n.d.). In Classic Maya imagery, not 
coincidentally, the viewer's right usually contains higher-ranking figures than 
those to the left, and distinguished visitors or supplicants sit to the right hand 
of the central, highest-ranking figure (Houston 1998). In general, then, the 
disposition of people in spaces of honor follows a pattern of handedness and its 
moral meanings. Colonial Tzotzil links a cognate term, toj, to many virtuous 
activities, including cleansing, confession, prophecy (foj-ti’i, “straight mouth”), 
and tuning musical instruments — all, to Maya minds, actions that are “straight” 
and “right” (Laughlin 1988, I: 315-17). The Classic Maya sometimes referred 
to the concept of “left hand” but always in tandem with the right, and occa- 
sionally with respect to the sun god: directionality among the Classic Maya 
seemed to have reflected whether one faced the rising sun (with south being 
the right hand) or faced as the sun might (with south being the left hand, 
1), Stuart 2002). 

A village, field, house, or pyramid could have irregular outlines, but, con- 
ceptually, its sides are straight and its alignments direct, as laid out by cords 
measured according to dimensions intrinsic to the human body (Schele and 
Mathews 1998: 34-6; Taube 2001). Maya roads or elevated paths, known in 
Classic times as sakbih, are thus, as tokens of “straightness,” probable symbols 
of rectitude and correct, ordered movement, whatever the actual, pragmatic 
adjustments required by local topography and prior building (Fig. 2.1). (The 
possibility also exists that such roads represented an important part of mortuary 
rites, for the reason that death was labeled euphemistically as “road entering,” 
ochi-bih.) The same holds true for other alignments noted in Maya architecture 
(Aveni and Hartung 1986; Harrison 1999: 171-6, 187-91; Hartung 1980), or 
for the positive value accorded the human definition of perimeters, and house 
or house-plot boundaries, to the exclusion of the disorderly forest and its 
untamed denizens (Taube 2003). A more basic term is “good,” «tz, found 
in virtually all Mayan languages, a label that may also have the shadings of 
“just” (Laughlin 1988, I: 578; see also Ulrich and Dixon de Ulrich 1976: 
202: Lenkersdorf 1979, I: 353-4), alongside positive adjectives like Kaqchikel 
terms for “sweet,” “thick,” and “big,” as opposed to “salty,” “thin,” “small,” 
and “wounded,” especially when describing the heart (Hill and Fischer 1999: 
323). A negating particle, ma, occurs in Maya writing, as in the expression, 
attested in the Postclassic codices, of ma (yu)tzil, “not goodness,” or the more 
direct, if still uncertain, reading of loob(?) as “damage, bad thing” (Dresden 
Codex, page 8a), which could also be applied to the “twisted,” untamed, and 
feral qualities of bush, forests, or caves in Yukatek Maya (Taube 2001). In the 
codices these terms associate with ominous gods and times of scant food and 
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drink. But they do not reveal the reasoning that discriminates between good 
or bad. 

Morality is seldom reducible to a series of rules or maxims that yield pre- 
dictable outcomes. Instead, it operates as an imaginative process, a serious kind 
of play in which the moral actor explores possibilities and then acts on them 
(Beidelman 1986: 3; Johnson 1993: 2). The basis of such reasoning and action 
is not so much a series of principles that lead invariably to the “right” decision 
as it is structured ways of thinking that use frames or idealized ways of looking 
at and connecting things, metaphors that link one domain to another, narratives 
that make sense of things by putting them in a story, and basic emotions, such as 
pleasure, pain, and well-being (Johnson 1993: 8-11). For the Classic Maya, a 
frame would be material or architectural, such as a palace, cave, or temple, or 
it could be a social encounter, including contact with a ruler in a palace or an 
enemy warrior on the field of battle. A metaphor would liken humans to the 
Maize God — in fact, “metaphor” may be too pallid a word to communicate the 
true transubstantiation involved in this comparison, or the implications such 
metaphors had for human behavior. A narrative would liken a ruler to the 
Hero Twin Juun Ajaw; a basic emotion would be the exultation over captives 
or the joy felt in a crop of fresh maize or the satisfaction taken after a well- 
performed ceremony. These narratives were pivotal in holding communities 
together by means of collective parables for right action, much as Homeric 
poetry provided a central text for much of the ancient Mediterranean, with 
visual quotes in pottery and many other media (Powell 1991: 207-18). 

For a more familiar context — the Middle Ages — Brian Stock refers to 
such narratives as “physical and mental texts” in that even primarily oral 
societies have propositions ordered into narratives that are at once public and 
conventional (Stock 1996: 146-7). The texts may be interpreted and adapted 
according to time and Place. The groups that esteem and review such texts 
are ‘textual communities. They fit within a world in which there may be 
physical texts — the written word and the less explicitly sequenced motifs that 
come from iconography - but also performances and oral explications of such 
narratives that serve to bind people into fellowships of 
(Stock 1996: 150). To an uncertain degree, the Classic M 
such a textual community, if of a more diffuse and hete 
say, observant Jews or Benedictine monks. 

Among many Mesoamericans, especially the rich] 
morality was inculcated through stern upbringing and rhetorical speech that 
praised and recommended ancestral virtues (Sullivan 1986). It is doubtful that 
the Classic Maya were any different. A later Maya source points t p 
punishments for children’s misbehavior, with an emphasis not on o arsh 
but fierce corporal discipline (Kray 1997: 90~1; Tozzer 1941: 127) N ing 
from colonial Yucatan records the ferocity of priests who punished he ne 
neglected certain rituals (Lizana 1988: 59). The Presence at festivals of ritual 
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Figure 2.1. Maya roads or sakbih in Coba, Quintana Roo, Mexico (Folan et al. 1983, 
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clowns, obscene and discordant, strengthened moral understanding af ae 
ing limited scope to comic, mocking displays of immorality (Fig. 2.2, Tau : 
1988). This was the standard of evil and imprudent conduct a aA 
by negative example. The result of such upbringing has been oe z 
‘th aographer of modern Maya as an immutable formalism in which chil- 
e oe ected to reproduce, rather than question or understand, adult or 
dren were nN (Watanabe 1992: 99). Such an interpretation is probably too 
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as flawless and exemplary paragons. Quite the opposite: unlike ancestors, a 
category discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7, Mesoamerican gods were not 
so much idealized models of human behavior as forces that existed alongside 
or outside human judgment. Their very anomaly made them special. Deities 
might be feared and appeased, but they were not, apparently, regarded as guides 
for humans to follow. Later sources tell us that gods could be skittish, fickle, 
and prone to anger. Gods punished offences by inflicting personal illness and 
destabilizing communities (Monaghan 2000: 34—5). It is less clear, however, 
whether rulers eschewed divine models for their behavior. The qualities of gods 
that made them awesome lent themselves naturally to royal appropriation and 
symbolic transposition. The Sun God was probably regarded as the positive 
prototype for rulers, just as other gods, gloating over harems of women or 
stroked by beauties in steambaths, represented, perhaps, a kind of “‘anti-court,” 
examples of license gone astray (Karl Taube, personal communication, 1995). 
Most important, some deities established charters for human practices such as 
births, feasts, and matchmaking (for more on the Maya view of gods and the 
supernatural, see Chapter 7). 

Humans had a different role. They maintained balance between order and 
chaos by recognizing, with humility and appropriate action, the place of 
humans in an overall cosmic setting as well as the dependence of humans 
on other beings (Burkhart 1989: 12, 19, 37-8). “Worthiness,” as among, the 
Aztec, attended those who “wept” or were “sad” in acts of reverential deference 
and solemnity (Hassig 1988: 33). In the harsh Aztec worldview, punishment, 
likened to a thorn, nettle, or scorpion, caused “someone to be good at last” 
(Maxwell and Hanson 1992: 173). It is uncertain whether the Maya viewed 
human misbehavior with quite as much austerity. For them, immorality rep- 
resented the opposite of all that was right, balanced, and ordered — the festival 
clowns already mentioned, often depicted in the humble arts of figurine mak- 
ing, came into play here. Of relevance here is that Mesoamericans did not so 
much have a “religion” per se in the sense of fixed and discrete devotional 
practices or an orthodox and organized creed. Rather, they had an orientation 
of “religiosity,” an approach to life in which the line between ritual and every- 
day actions could be difficult to draw. The pragmatic blurred indissolubly with 
the sacred, and the construction of a house or the planting of a field might be 
as “ritualized” as the interment of the dead (Monaghan 2000: 30; Vogt 1976: 
52-5). Morality or “right” behavior helped people be religious and provided 
a standard by which to approve or deplore conduct. 

Personal salvation, a theological concern brought to later Maya by the 
Spaniards, meant little in Mesoamerica, since the dead went to places deter- 
mined by social rank or the manner of death (Burkhart 1989: 90). For the 
Classic Maya, rulers went not to the realm of the death gods, who embodied 
disease and reeked of decay and flatulence, but to a flowery paradise (Hill 
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Figure 2.2. Maya clowns, Late Classic period (Taube 1989, figs. 24.11b, 24.12C¢). 


death mentioned in colonial sources, awaited some nonelites, although much 
of this landscape of the afterlife remains unclear to modern eyes. Nonetheless, 
if humans could not seek any eschatological benefit, they could practice deco- 
rum, propriety, and the neutralization of pollution through acts of expiation 
and “purification” (Burkhart 1989: 87; Monaghan 2000: 33-5). 

These acts were, in Mesoamerican and Maya thinking, practical matters. 
Pollution derived from the very existence of humans, who transgressed daily 
by the everyday acts of human existence: eating, having sex, being born, dying, 
and all disordering activities of a serious sort. It is probably no coincidence that 
some of the few Classic Maya depictions of lovemaking or autoeroticism are 
found in the liminal, “dark zones” of caves well away from daylight. The filth 
and disorder that resulted could lead to damaged crops, sickness, deformity, 
or “cewistedness” (Burkhart 1989: 172; Wilson 1995: 152). Certain practices — 
bloodletting, fasting, abstinence, bathing, sweating, processions, pilgrimages, 
sweeping, and the Classic Maya treatments of induced vomiting and forced 
evacuation by enemas — rectified derangements of order by making a person 
or community “whole” (Hanks 1990: 364; Vogt 1976: 179-89). This meant 
that such actions had a utilitarian benefit from an indigenous point of view. 
ibing these as rituals of purification may be misleading since purifica- 
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renowned assisted in fixing the timing of ceremonies. Spatial concepts inter- 
sected with temporal ones to situate those ceremonies and other activities in 
particular places. If undertaken by rulers, acts of ordering potentially extended 
the benefits of balance to the community or kingdom (Burkhart 1989: 90). For 
the Classic Maya, “religion” could not be compartmentalized from other activ- 
ities and institutions, a comment that also applies to the complex, historically 
accretive religions of ancient Rome (Beard et al. 1998: 43). 

In a sense, individual and collective acts promoted, if not always successfully, 
a kind of “static dynamism” in Classic society. Dynamism was made inevitable 
by human nature and its by-products, the disorder and pollution that, in Maya 
thought, necessarily accompanied existence. But it could be checked by human 
ingenuity. The community was a kind of social gyroscope that spun and jerked 
in balanced equilibrium, one force being met by its opposite. However, the 
Maya, along with other Mesoamericans, allowed a role for excess and pollution, 
which engendered dangerous emanations that could be manipulated by priests 
or rulers (Burkhart 1989: 97-8, 124; Monaghan 2000: 34-5). 


Covenants and Responsibility 


The moral communities of the Classic Maya can be seen as societies predicated 
on a sense of responsibility to gods, kith and kin, living and dead (Monaghan 
2000: 36-9). Moreover, there was not one moral community within the Classic 
Maya world but many, most more-or-less coterminous with individual king- 
doms. To Maya thinking, an evasion of responsibility had real consequences 
by undermining health and social stability. It seems likely that, given what is 
known ethnographically and historically of the Maya, their moral communities 
operated according to the concept of “covenant,” a transcendent agreement or 
contract binding on all parties (Fischer 2001: 164-6; Monaghan 1995: 222-6; 
see Insoll 1999: 9, 208-11, for Islamic parallels). Such contracts did not pre- 
cipitate out of thin air, as though a society had decided to form itself and then 
promote stability, but as the result of over a millennium of earlier develop- 
ment. The conceptual origins of Classic Maya covenants lay deep in the past 
and, indeed, were not devised anew in each generation but built on the very 
premise of great antiquity. Their wide diffusion in Mesoamerica hints that this 
premise had a real basis (e.g., various studies by Monaghan, especially 1995). 
The covenants of Mesoamerica had a heavy supernatural component that 
followed from common understandings of the nature and purpose of human 
existence. Basic to all was maize, the flesh and food of humans. According 
to the K’ichee’ epic Popol Vuh, one of the most important resources for 
recovering ancient Maya thought, the gods fashioned beings of mud or sticks, 
which “walked however they pleased” and did not remember their creators 
(Christenson 2000: 49). Later, after destroying or altering their first creations, 
the gods made humans out of corn, which, along with other domesticates, had 
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been discovered under a mountain. These new beings were juicy. blood-filled, 
and so close to perfection that their keen sight had to be blurred like breath on 
a mirror. Otherwise they would attain the discernment of the gods (Christen- 
son 2000: 134). The creation of female companions compensated for this loss 
by gladdening Maya hearts. Many variations on this account exist through- 
out Mesoamerica, but its essential features again suggest great antiquity. The 
narrative also laid out, in narrative form, the defining human covenant, that 
humans owed their flesh to the gods, who in turn subsisted on praise, offer- 
ings, and succulent human flesh (Edmonson 1993: 83-4; Monaghan 1995: 223; 
M. Shaw 1972: 58-61). In a word, humans existed within a phagiohierarchy, a 
chain of beings that eat other beings (Carrasco 1995; Hunt 1977: 89; Monaghan 
2000: 37; Read 1998: 132-5). Eventually human flesh returned to the earth 
as payment for the original loan. The ultimate payment, death, might be 
deferred through prayer, orations, and sacrificial substitutes, just as, by the same 
logic, a curer today substitutes a chicken for a patient (Taube 1994: 669-70), the 
Classic Maya placed offerings as caches within cavities of buildings and plat- 
forms (Chase and Chase 1998) or erected altars, known in Ch’ol as wei'te’, 
“food board,” for the nourishing of deities (Houston 2001; Josserand and 
Hopkins 1988). Mythic precedents created obligations that stimulated human 
interventions to forestall divine will. There was much of human cunning in 
this, along with the implicit notion that hungry gods were not especially 
astute or perceptive, particularly the underworld deities whose names recall 
indigenous terms for disease (Taube 1994: 671). 

One pivotal question remains unexplored. Did the Classic Maya truly believe 
in their gods and their duties to them? This question comes naturally to us 
today, from a vantage where agnosticism or casual religiosity have become, for 
better or worse, dominant features of existence. Another way of looking at the 
question is to ask, what was the nature of nonbelief ? Some classicists argue that 
Greek philosophy was not so much systematic skepticism as doubts about the 
historicity of Homeric myths: the philosophers did not reject belief but sought 
to purify it (Price 1999: 126-7; Veyne 1988: 41). Pure atheism was both rare 
and repugnant to those such as Plato, who saw gods as binding forces of the 
state. If the Classic Maya had no unified doctrine, no finite number of gods 
with fixed characteristics, then disbelief would have to occur on a piecemeal 
basis, or with respect to a certain cult activity. Much the same happened 
towards the end of the Caste War in Yucatan, in which many Maya neither 
heeded nor believed the commands of the Talking Cross that otherwise served 
a focus of rebellion and indigenous revival (Bricker 1981: 108, 115). 

In a world of received wisdom, rooted in ancestral practice, disbelief might 
have seemed possible in a limited way but inconceivable in general. And if 
deities had localized aspects and political associations, overt disbelief would 
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doctrines like free will and divine predestination (MacIntyre 1979: 73). Indeed, 
it may be a functionalist fantasy to see “culture” or “society” as anything but 
a dynamic mixture of colliding contradictions or antinomies, held despite 
their ultimate inconsistency (Clifford 1988: 10, 337-9). Nowhere is this better 
exemplified than in the inscriptions of Palenque, where an expression meaning 
“to place in order” (tz’ak) alternates with logographs or word signs involving 
precisely these kinds of contradictions, “sun” juxtaposed with “night,” “star” 
wind” with “water,” and “blue-green” with “yellow” — the 
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contrast delimiting a coherent, integrated whole. In terms of moral reasoning, 
there may have been many narratives among the Classic Maya, some mutually 
inconsistent in their messages. Ambiguities nurtured a zone of mystery that 
reminded believers of the limits of human comprehension. It also presented an 
opportunity for further acts of revelation and crafted a space for new forms of 
belief. Indeed, the plurality of Classic Maya belief inherently allowed for the 
assimilation of novel cult practices (cf. similar evidence from Rome, Beard et al. 
1998: 62-3, or among the Aztecs, as in Wastek rituals related to the goddess 
Toci, Durán 1971: 233). Unfortunately, such assimilation is difficult to study 
in the Maya case. The first mention of a god or of a ritual practice — often a 
reflection of chance survival in the epigraphic record — is not necessarily the 
same as its date of introduction. The rites and personages connected with the 
beginnings of the current “age,” set at 3114 BC, would seem to be a Late 
Classic innovation, but for the fact that a recently discovered text shows its 
occurrence many generations before (Fig. 2.3). 

Most Classic Maya probably followed common Practices without much 
reflection. Mayan terms for “believe” often combine the sense of “recognize,” 
“understand,” “know” or even “obey,” as though dealing with self-evident 
or preexisting truths. The Classic Maya most likely Operated according to 
what might be described as situated habit, determined by who they Wire 
what their position in society might be, what they learned as children and in 
subsequent stages of life, and what might be expected of them in certain fields 
of activity (Bourdieu 1990: 52—65). The more complex features of 


Maya belief 
and practice would have been, one presumes 


» inherently incapable of wide 
dissemination. Their very elaboration contributed to 4 reduced audience and 
accentuated the value of these arcane ideas as carefully tended and hoarded 
symbolic capital. Temple summits, with their cramped rooms and difficult 
access up stairways, helped emphasize the fact that not all features of civic 
belief and practice were seen or understood by everyone. 

Alongside such restricted knowledge and practices was an elite 
egy that included rather than excluded people. Most Maya settlements of any 
size can be understood as settings designed for public rituals (Inomata 2006a). 
These ceremonies involved many hundreds of people — in fact, close to the 
full-time population of any given center — 


within the open plazas and along 
the processional routes found at most Maya centers. Such rituals continu 
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Figure 2.3. Early Classic text relating to 3114 BC, on back of stone mask (drawing 
by Stephen Houston, provenance unknown). 


recreated community and forged solidarity by bringing people together in 
joint celebrations (Yaeger 2000: 124). The community became something 
like a congregation, in which members served the gods and leaders operated 
as ritual adepts (Monaghan 1995: 9). An earlier generation of anthropolo- 
gists conceptualized Mesoamerican villages and towns as “closed corporate 
communities” that had joint holdings and protected their economic and polit- 
ical interests against forces of external oppression (Monaghan 1995: 7-9). The 
closed nature of these communities supposedly defended their integrity against 
colonial systems of exploitation (Wolf 1955, 1957), although others have dis- 
cerned these properties well before the time of the conquest (Early 1983; Hill 
and Monaghan 1987). A congregational view lays greater emphasis on the 
emotive bonds of symbolic action (Inomata 2006a). By participating in civic 
ceremonies, people voiced acceptance of appropriate actions, although inter- 
pretations of the meanings of those actions might vary, a peasant construing 


them differently from a courtier (but see Fernandez 1977; Kertzer 1988: 67-8). 
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Moral Communities 


“Communities” would have been defined by an earlier generation of anthro- 
pologists as having four qualities: small scale of interaction; similarity of activ- 
ities and ideas; an economic and political self-sufficiency; and an overt notion 
that the community differed from others (Kolb and Snead 1997; Murdock 
1949; Rapport and Overing 2000: 60; Redfield 1960: 4; Yaeger and Canuto 
2000: 5-6). A more precise definition might be that a community is both con- 
trastive and symbolic (Rapport and Overing 2000: 62). It exists and defines its 
boundaries with respect to other communities (Barth 1969), relying on shared 
meanings that contrast with those of neighbors, no matter what their apparent 
similarities might be (Cohen 1985: 98). 

In most cases the community is “imagined,” meaning that it is a subjective 
invention connecting and emotionally bonding people that will never know 
their fellow members (Buber 1949: 145; Mandelbaum 2000: 31). The result is 
a comradeship based on “unselfconscious coherence” (B. Anderson 199I: 6, 
16; Bender 1978: 7), but also, if one acknowledges the reality and messiness of 
human sociality, a desired order that is not always achieved. Such communities 
are better described as “nascent or emergent” groupings based, as in fourth- 
century-BC Athens, on “like-mindedness” and ties of mutual obligation 
(Morris 1997: 96; Mandelbaum 2000: 4, 7). Moral communities might even 
be said to rest on two communal “myths,” in the sense of stylized notions that 
shape reality but are not in themselves reality. One myth is a belief in volun- 
tary compacts, of willing participation that cannot be imposed coercively; and 
another is of a depth of integration that weaves the full sum of human expe- 
rience into the concept of community (Mandelbaum 2000: 33, 36). “Thick” 
communications — complex, dense messages about the reasons for moral 
order — are less effective than “thin” ones that can be publically and repeatedly 
disseminated without distorting their content (Mandelbaum 2000: $4). 

Many Classic Maya cities or polities were so small that their members could 
literally have assembled in public spaces. Faces and identities would become 
familiar in such contexts. At the same time, relationships became deeper (or 
“multiplex”) because of the density of habitual interaction between a smaller 
group of people (Cohen 1985: 29). An interlocutor could be a neighbor 
kinsman, trading partner, or opponent, but not, generally speaking, a eden 
The constitution of community would have been more challenging in 1 £ 
cities such as Tikal and Caracol. Dense relationships obviously existe 
interactions were more likely to be fleeting (“simplex”) or uncomplicated 
by long-standing acquaintance. It could be that, as a means of comfort and 
practical advantage, the definition of corporate groups was stronger or more 
pronounced in larger cities than in smaller ones. Larger centers would tend 
to emphasize groups of manageable size, albeit nested within more unwieldy 
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ones, Whereas smaller ones would be more inclined to stress community-level 
athihation. 

The difference between “thick” and “thin communications” would have 
been relevant here. The larger the community, the “thinner” the under- 
standings that could be communicated effectively across a larger, more diverse 
population. “Thick,” esoteric knowledge served to separate and categorize 
people according to their understanding of such intricacies and subtleties. The 
stories that helped explain and justify the community cohesion — the moral 
narratives already mentioned — were crucial, for they established the nature 
of these communities and their “claims of membership”; they “teasfed] out 
latitudes and disciplines, simpliflied] the acts of choice” (Mandelbaum 2000: 
77-8). By being told and retold they infiltrated and saturated the ways in which 
the Classic Maya lived and felt. 

As in other parts of Mesoamerica (Kray 1997: 110; Monaghan 1995: 200-1), 
the sharing of food, drink, and clothing undergirded the Classic Maya notion of 
community. As among modern Maya, it is probable that to reject an offering of 
food was to invite or suggest an unresolved quarrel. Commensal feasts are rarely 
mentioned in hieroglyphic texts (Houston and D. Stuart 2001: 69), yet they 
commonly appear in depictions of royal courts (Postclassic codices link positive 
auguries with a hieroglyph for “feast,” in which human visages swallow tamales 
and water, Houston and I). Stuart 2001: 69, fig. 3.4). A household supplied 
the needs of its members by redistribution. The Maya ruler did the same by 
posing as a generous paterfamilias. He received and distributed the products 
of his community — tamales, meats, chocolate drink and other beverages, and 
mantles of woven cloth — in commensal feasts consecrated by acts of dancing, 
a common means in Mesoamerica of summoning spiritual energy (Monaghan 
3000: 31). Even images of tribute — the reception of cloth, chocolate beans, 
feathers, and shells — involved objects, not only of wealth, but of consumption 
(I). Stuart 1998: 410-14). Thus, the Maya ruler found a model for hierarchy 
in the inequities of the household. 

But it would be a mistake to see these feasts only as arenas for cold-eyed 
social maneuvering. Instead, they doubtless represented the high-points of the 
Maya calendar, offering moments of fun, contentment, spectacle, and some 
respite from what was generally a hardscrabble life for the Maya (Fig. 2.4). In 
Amazonia, this emotion-laden aspect of sociality has been termed “convivial- 
> a shared, often jovial sense of amity and play that shapes everyday life and 
al occasion alike (Overing and Passes 2000: I 4-17). Classic Maya feasts 
eft evidence in the form of dumps of bone and shattered ceramics 
„as at Arroyo de Piedra or Tikal, and sheet middens near ball- 
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courts in Honduras (Fox 1996). Although painted and carved scenes of feasts 
pertain exclusively to elites, feasts probably involved all levels of the commu- 
nitv. Food and drink could have been offered at construction events where 
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Figure 2.4. Feasting scene on Panel 3, Piedras Negras, from sculpture dating to 
AD 782 (photograph courtesy of Archives, University of Pennsylvania Museum) 


labor was offered in exchange for meals as part of “collective work events.” In 
such events hospitality helped solicit and organize voluntary labor (Dietler and 
Herbich 2001: 241-2). In other parts of the world, such feasts tend to be lavish, 
involve many people over a relatively short amount of time, and recruit labor 
from lower-status groups at the behest of elites. Subsets of the community, 
such as lineages or households, may have compensated work parties with ad 
hoc feasts (Tozzer 1941: 96, “The Indians have the good habit of helping each 
other in all their labors.”). ‘To a troubling extent, however, there are no signs 
of large-scale food preparation in Classic Maya centers. The proposal that royal 
courts sponsored feasts is not the same as saying that they prepared copious 
quantities of food and drink. Most Classic Maya palaces contain little evidence 
of maize grinding or cooking facilities. 


THE DIVIDED SOCIETY 


A challenge for Classic society, and an instigator of change, came when the 
moral object — the focus of devotion and commitment — 
than a ruler or a community deity. The object could be a lineage, extended 
family, or “house,” in the sense of a broader unit of affinity (Gillespie 2000c) 

It could be a faction at court, a group of master craftspeople, traders had: 
owners, warriors, or some other combination of elite and nonelite Erou: 

Objects could shift in their adherents, but real instability ensued when histor: 
order moral objects gave way to lower-order ones, especially in the hierarchical: 
societies that characterized the Classic Maya. A balance between such objects 
could, in contrast, lead to greater levels of contentment and a more fieral | 
entrenched commitment to the status quo. Or morality could play Ban 
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at all. Self-interest potentially led to 
agnostic calculations that honored no 
covenants yet condoned all forms of $ 
maneuvering for personal advantage. AG 3 
Integrated by certain bonds, Classic F> NÑ 
Maya societies also fluctuated and re 
mutated as competing people or groups oe | 
vied with each other for resources. At D 
the most basic level of such tensions i 
were individuals motivated by com- 
plex vectors of self-interest, including 
glorification in a society concerned 
with honor and prestige. The so-called 
“count of captives,” which enumerates 
an accumulating tally of war prisoners 
(D). Stuart 1985), exemplifies such self- 
aggrandizement. At the risk of placing 
too much importance on labels, thus 
oversimplifying reality, we can say that 
societies focusing on matters of honor 
and personal prestige function as timocra- 
cies, from the Greek word time, “honor, 


worth, value,” and kratia, “power,” with Figure 2.5. Degraded captive, Dos Caobas Stela 1 
(drawing by David Stuart). 


the extensional meaning of “rule by” 
(Sykes 1976: 1214; see also Houston et al. 2006: 202-3). Most such societies 
have been studied in the circum-Mediterranean region, but the general pattern 
is broadly applicable to other parts of the world, namely, as a preoccupation 
with personal image and value (“pride”) among groups that emphasize face- 
to-face interaction. In these societies, “the social personality of the actor is as 
significant as his office” (Peristiany 1966: 11) and claimants to honor “must be 
granted reputation” or be prepared to silence those who dispute it (Pitt-Rivers 
1966: 23-4). Claims to honor or attempts to counter its defilement usually take 
place within a hierarchical or juridical structure that constrains or, as in the 
case of Classical Greece, facilitates attempts to buttress personal dignity (Fisher 
1992: 498; Pitt-Rivers 1966: 23). Conversely, honor exists within larger group 
identities, especially pertaining to kin. The degradation of one person’s honor 
affects the honor of others, who must respond to such “pressure of opin- 
ion” lest they cease to exist as socially respectable members of a community 
(Bourdieu 1966: 21 1). A necessary concomitant of such a system is shame or 
liation (Riesman 1977), as seen so frequently in Classic Maya depictions 


humi 
aptives with exposed genitalia (Fig. 2.5). 
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nodel of the “divided society” proposes that conflict arises from a plain 
generally seek to reproduce or improve their position with respect 
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to resources, either tangible or symbolic (Bourdieu 1990: 118-19). The extent 
to which they succeed or fail partly determines the nature of social inequality. 
Calculations that reapportion resources often follow a logic of self or group 
advancement that is, some scholars believe, cross-culturally recognizable. This 
means that the modern analyst can, without too much difficulty, understand 
ancient motive from the vantage of “common-sense,” as if in response to the 
prompt, “if I were a Classic Maya. . . .” The haves and have-nots play a large 
role in dividing society. Elites may have some managerial value, in the sense of 
coordinating group activities in an efficient or organized manner, but mostly, 
according to a conflict-oriented perspective, they exploit nonelites (McGuire 
1992: 11). In its crudest, most exaggerated form, the model of a divided society 
rejects the proposition that there is any coherence to human societies, or that, if 
it exists, such coherence is at all stable (Keesing 1987: 161-3). This view inverts 
functionalism by seeing social entanglements that are less mutually supportive 
than dynamic, dysfunctional, and conflictive; strategic alliances may occur, but 
in a fleeting manner. In all such societies ideas are believed differentially, in a 
patchwork fashion, and beliefs are always incompletely controlled. Just because 
elites assert that the world should operate in a certain way does not mean that 
they succeed in promoting their view (Archer 1988: 2-4; McGuire 1992: 
139) — the “dominant ideology” configured to justify and enhance inequality 
does not always dominate (Abercrombie et al. 1990). 


Elites and Nonelites 


Titles exist for Classic Maya nobility (see Chapter 6), but there is no explicit 
labeling of nobles per se, perhaps because their appearance in texts and imagery 
overtly proclaimed such status without having to specify it more precisely. It is 
possible that nobles belonged to larger entities that also comprised nonnobles, 
the difference being determined by acknowledged lordship within the unit and 
birth-order in a system of titular primogeniture (see the semblant Nahua system 
of calpolli, Lockhart 1992: 16-17). In patrimonial fashion, the K’ichee’ Maya 
called commoners “children” (al c’ajol), presumably in the sense of people 
that needed tending and care (Carmack 1981: 148). Among the Aztec, calpolli 
could be either agglomerative, incorporating outsiders as new members of the 
community, or represent divisions of preexisting units. Early colonial terms 
for elites in Mayan languages are revealing. The Yukatek term for nobility, 
almehen, means child of woman and man, suggesting a concern with known 
ancestry on both sides and a genealogical consciousness perhaps lacking in 
nonnobles (Restall 1997: 88-9). There was a trope of foreign origins for many 
elites, a practice also seen at Classic centers like Tikal, Guatemala, and Copan, 
Honduras (see Chapter 6; Roys 1957: 5; D. Stuart 2000). Such consciousness 
would be buttressed by elite endogamy in the matter of inherited office, as 
among the Postclassic K’ichee’ (Carmack 1981: 150). The Tzotzil expression 
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for nobility, ‘atilvinik, “penis person,” vividly emphasizes potency and procre- 
ative ability, alongside the morally salient ‘ufzilvinik, “good person” (Laughlin 
1988, H: 428). 

Yet, what these distinguishing terms meant in actual application is opaque, 
since there is insufficient evidence to decide how the Classic Maya defined 
the lower reaches of nobility. Someone might have been of “noble” birth — 
that is, genealogically privileged — but poorly equipped with material resources. 
By land inheritance, purchase, and other economic maneuvers, others might 
secure access to goods that point falsely to membership in the nobility. Without 
texts such people would be exceedingly difficult to identify. The porosity of the 
membrane between noble and nonnoble status, the degree to which exogamy 
from these categories was acceptable, remain unclear to recent scholarship (for 
parallels in early colonial history, see Restall 1997: 92). More likely, a person’s 
status was a complex blend of kin relations, life experiences, rights, rank, 
and gender (Gailey 1987: 116). This mix varied enormously across the Maya 
region and according to local circumstances. It would have been compounded 
by the likelihood, now evident from glyphic decipherment, that elites spoke 
a very different language from lower-ranking members of their society: such 
diglossia recalls, among other cases, the pronounced divides between nobility 
and nonelites in Norman England (Houston et al. 2000). 

Resistance among the Classic Maya to such social orders might have involved 
several options. The most obvious would have been outright revolt. Nonelites 
could also: (1) depart; (2) abridge tribute and corvée labor by subtle deceits 
such as withholding produce or by indolent performance in civic duties; 
(3) commit to other moral objects by, first, focusing on nondynastic cults in 
distant caves and mountain tops away from elite control, and, second, pledging 
themselves to alternative devotions in the form of lineage and household 
“religion” (Borhegyi 1956; Leventhal 1983: 75—6); and (4) express freedom 
of action by building plaza groups and house mounds in nonconformity with 
centralized planning. All of these are plausible, even likely, expressions of 
resistance, but they cannot be confirmed. The plurality of Maya beliefs allowed 
for the coexistence of moral objects. And the fact that Maya cities exist, seldom 
with any evidence of large-scale, coordinated planning of residential buildings, 
points to the reality that, for much of the Classic period, the forces that held 
communities together superseded those that splintered them. 

The option of departure sometimes resulted from acts of resistance. As the 
old adage goes, people can always “vote with their feet,” shifting to zones well 
away from noxious spheres of elite control (McAnany 1995: 154-6), perhaps 
through poorly occupied border zones between polities or other areas of scant 
settlement. Conceivably, this movement would lead to the creation of small 
hamlets at the peripheries of dynastic polities, the development of settlements 
s, rivers, and coastal areas, as in central and southern 


occupying remote valley 
Belize, or merger into urban populations elsewhere. Or it could have led to 
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urban growth, as at Ceibal, Guatemala, in Late and Terminal Classic times, 
as people shifted, not to the margins of polities, but to other kingdoms, for 
a variety of reasons. Most likely, Ceibal’s increased size came at the expense 
of communities in the Petexbatun region devastated by warfare and instability 
(Demarest et al. 1997; Houston 1987, 1993; Tourtellot 1988b, fig.217, 1990: 
99). Historically, it is certainly true that later Maya resisted onerous conditions 
by leaving for other places, in a process that Farriss has called “drift” (Farriss 
1978, 1984: 199; Restall 1997: 174-5; Ryder 1977: 206). 

But not all movements were willing ones or statements of resistance. Inse- 
curity brought about by environmental change, economic shifts, and raiding 
was the most powerful inducement to leave. Few people would stay in an 
area if they were starving or unprotected from aggression (G. Jones 1982: 291; 
McAnany 1995: 146). Populations might fill a landscape by searching for arable 
lands in conditions of demographic growth, deserting their homelands more 
because of growling stomachs than the irritants and humiliations of hegemonic 
culture. Settlements lacking large centers or dispersed in distribution should 
not always be interpreted as refugee zones for “people of refusal,” like the 
Old Believers of Russia or the Maroons of Suriname. Most settlements, even 
remote ones, built on exceedingly deep roots in their regions, with distinctive 
trajectories of development, if still interwoven with areas containing dynastic 
centers and royal courts (E. Graham 1994: 315-33). Functional specializations, 
such as cacao or salt production, meshed such zones into larger economic 
systems that still need to be teased out (see Chapter 9). Nominal suzerainty of 
distant areas might have been acknowledged, as would ownership by distant 
landlords. Unfortunately, the written sources are mute on these matters. 

Such moves were probably more traumatic than joyful. Migration took 
people away from ancestral places and the bones of honored dead. It deprived 
them of civically organized contact with community deities, access to goods, 
services, and opportunities, and the diversion and fulfillment of public cer- 
emonies. A modern anecdote illustrates this feature of civic life: among the 
Mam Maya, people were said to be “poor and sad” when living in distant 
villages, far from the center (Wagley 1949: 11). In the later nineteenth and 
earlier twentieth centuries, Lakandon Maya in Guatemala found themselves in 
a precarious position because of population shrinkage. They had few choices. 
They either joined the remaining Lakandon in Mexico, who did not always 
accept them, or they dissolved as culturally distinct peoples, living on, for a sin- 
gle generation, in isolated farmsteads unable to regenerate themselves (Lee and 
Hayden 1988: 7; Schwartz 1990: 318). For the Classic Maya, too, separation 
and isolation might have had short-term benefits yet enduring disadvantages. 

The discussion so far has addressed people or groups within the Maya com- 
munity. Another group existed both within and outside society. These were the 
enslaved. There is little doubt that this group constituted an important compo- 
nent of pre-Columbian society, although its proportion relative to other groups 
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cannot be determined. Diego de Landa refers to trade in slaves (Tozzer 1941: 
94), and Christopher Columbus saw such unfortunates in the trade canoes 
he encountered near the Maya coast during his fourth voyage (Tozzer 1941: 
35). In many instances the ethnohistoric and lexicographical sources make it 
difficult to distinguish between slaves and a broader category of domestic ser- 
vants (Carmack 1981: 151). At least there does seem to have been a distinction 
between slaves and sacrificial captives. The Classic Maya took war captives who 
were tortured and dispatched in several unpleasant ways: torching by strapping 
wood to the body, garrotting with sticks twisted around cloth, heart extraction, 
finger mutilation (rendering warriors unfit for battle), and anything else the 
sadistic imagination might devise. Some of these victims were of high status. 
According to Classic Maya imagery, captives made gestures of submission, one 
hand clasped to shoulder. They brought hand to mouth, perhaps mixing saliva 
with dirt as a sign of obeisance and sin (Tozzer 1941: 36). They usually kept 
their names, although the generic epithet accorded to some captives, “torchy 
macaw,” taj(al) mo’, suggests that capture could trigger a change of name and 
stripping of identity (Patterson 1982: 55; Proskouriakoff [1993: 53], speculated 
that the name corresponded to “invaders from the [Maya] highlands,” but this 
claim has little support). According to later sources, slaves, too, could be taken 
in war. Others were seized for theft, taken as orphans, given as recompense for 
crimes, and traded for jade beads and cocoa beans (Las Casas 1909: 616-19; 
Tozzer 1941: 63, 94, 232). Highland Maya evidence hints that some slaves 
(“big people,” vimakachi) were inherited with land, and that they might rise to 
positions of confidence under rulers (Carmack 1981:1, 56), although this does 
not discount the possibility that slaves could represent sources of discord — not 
quite Spartacus, the Roman rebel, but persons of uncertain loyalty. The lone 
archival source on slaveholding in and before the sixteenth century in Yucatan 
is the Title of Calkini, which suggests that men were more common slaves 
than women and tended to be used in the cultivation and clearance of forests 
(p’entakk’ax) or as fisherman along the coast (Restall 2001). 

Yucatec laws of the pre-Conquest period seem particularly concerned with 
the control of both production (the results of labor) and reproduction (the 
results of procreation). If caught, someone having sexual relations with a slave 
would lose their freedom, perhaps out of the notion that the conjoining of 
Auids created affinity, with slave status overriding that of the free (see Tozzer 
1941: 232). A common lowland Maya word for “slave” or “enslave,” p'entak, 
includes a term for the male member, p'en, along with the sense of trans- 
formation into a submissive, passive state. The hint of sodomy and wanton 
licentiousness (Barrera Vasquez 1980: 686-7) emphasizes that the slave's body 
was not its own, since these practices were otherwise said to be reviled by 
the Maya. Another pan-Mayan expression, muun, may involve the idea of 
“unripe thing,” not yet ready to reproduce, infantile, and disassociated from 
manly honor (Patterson 1982: y6). The paradox of the slave is insoluble: a 
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person removed from ancestors and descendants but dependent on an exclu- 
sive relation to the master, outside and yet encased within social networks, a 
dependent who is not-kin (Patterson 1982: s—13). It is striking that captives 
are often described in glyphic texts by means of a negating particle: the enig- 
matic term ch’ahb, which somehow describes the relation between father and 
son, is replaced by ma ch’ahb, “no ch’ahb”, when linked to captives (e.g., Tikal 
Column Altar 1: A4, K8176; David Stuart, personal communication, 1992). 
The term itself relates somehow to “penance” and “fasting,” but in ways that 
remain mysterious. It may be that the expression places the captive outside 
the bonds of kinship in some as-yet-unspecified manner. Whether the Classic 
Maya ever had “slave societies,” whole economies based on enslaved labor, is 
improbable, however. The possession of slaves may simply have bolstered honor 
and enabled a luxuriant elite existence without placing excessive demands on 
the free poor (Fitzgerald 2000: $). The downside might have been the greater 
opportunities for resistance in the form of escape and the deliberate exercise 
of household inefficiencies. The increased number of references to warfare in 
the Late Classic period, although perhaps no more than a stylistic shift in the 
inscriptions, leads to the suspicion that the economic input of slaves may have 
grown at that time. If so, it is conceivable, although difficult to show, that 
a “Maroon” or escaped slave phenomenon influenced the growth of distant 
settlements, just as many Maya later fled the Spaniards for the refuge of the 
forest (ateppecheob, Acalan Chontal term for “refugee,” Smailus 1975: 171). 


Group Strife 


From this discussion it is clear that there were many cross-cutting sources 
of discord in the Classic Maya society: nobles versus nobles; rulers versus 
elites; elites versus commoners; rulers versus intimate members of their family, 
and so on in a rich drama of strife and negotiation. At a certain point the 
internal dissensions could be construed as external ones, as feudatories broke 
away to assert autonomy. Available data suggest that Classic Maya elites had 
two, almost discrepant qualities: rather like Medieval Japan, they developed 
and valued a culture of competitive refinement and aesthetic discernment 
but, again like Medieval Japan, lived within a timocracy based on elaborately 
developed ideas of honor and glory that could ignite with little prompting. As 
in Japan, these mores, postures, and attitudes typically operated at elite levels 
and further distinguished elites from nonelites. An arresting feature among the 
Classic Maya is the long-term nature of antagonisms in their timocracies and a 
tenacious memory for aggrievement that borders on vendetta. Rulers extolled 
glorious acts of captive taking and commemorated these acts with epithets that 
kept a running tally of captives (D. Stuart 1985). A timocracy and its culture 
of striving ensured the perpetuation of social abrasion, perha 


: : Ps according to 
several kinds of group identity. 


Sociality 


Lineage 


Terms that approximate the concept of lineage occur in most Mayan lan- 
guages, albeit with a bewildering variety of forms and meanings: Yukatek, 
chibal. Lakandon, onen, an agnatic grouping; colonial Tzotzil, tasal; Zinacan- 
teco Tzotzil, sna, “house of”; Ch’ol, pi’él, with the connotation of proximate 
residence and coitus (endogamy?); and K’ichee’, xe’al, from a term for “root,” 
or the patriline alaxic, “be born.” The variety suggests that, at this level of 
existence, there were rough correspondences of these concepts from area to 
area but pronounced differences in detail. In Yucatan, they could cluster in 
certain areas or spread thinly across the landscape and into different polities 
(Restall 1997: 48; Roys 1957: 8), although it must be added that there is 
no evidence for such macro-groupings at the nonelite level during the Clas- 
sic period. The only term that appears in Classic-era texts is naah, “house,” 
which may relate to the Tzotzil expression. A unique reference at Tamarindito, 
Guatemala, links the mother and father of the local ruler to different naah, 
“houses,” and other evidence shows that they came from different sites, the 
father from Tamarindito, the mother from Chak Ha’, “Red” or “Great Water” 
(Houston 1993, fig. 4-17, 1998: 521). The references are difficult to explain, 
as they have no other parallel in the corpus of Maya writing. Yet they do hint 
that the concept of “house” helped structure social groups. 


Family and Household 


A “family,” although seldom mentioned in later sources and not at all in 
the glyphs, operated as a corporate unit in Yucatan during colonial times, 
containing around ten people living in adjacent houses, organized as a four- 
generation “orandfamily” (Restall 1998: 357, 364). These families included 
lateral and affinal kin and extended themselves by exogamy, whereas larger 
corporate units tended to endogamy. Another corporate group might be that 
of the “household,” a social group focused less on descent or fictive kin- 
ship than the sharing of activities, such as the production, consumption, and 
pooling of resources. Most such households are nuclear families, “complex 
households” that include married offspring or servants and laborers (Blanton 
1994: 5), the grandfamilies mentioned before. What groups do is thought to be 
more important than how people are related (Wilk and Netting 1984: 5). In 
part the household varied in size and composition according to labor require- 
ments (Johnston and Gonlin 1998: 158; R. Rudolph 1992). The concept of a 
household offers the methodological advantage of focusing on archaeologically 
visible features. It mutes subjective ideas, such as group identity, that cannot be 
readily accessed. At the same time, there were probably many different kinds 
of domestic groups among the Classic Maya, many not reducible to the notion 
of clustered, organized activities but to other kinds of unions. 
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House 


The concept of the “house” is one way of understanding basic corporate 
identities in the Classic period (Gillespie 2000c; Lévi-Strauss 1991). A “house” 
is a fetish in the sense of a well-defined thing that embodies and objectifies 
corporate identity — it does not so much refer to a particular building as 
the identities such buildings represent and configure. The tangibility of the 
“house” in this sense is what gives it strength and longevity. By implication, if 
the fetish disintegrates, there is some risk of deterioration in corporate identity. 
The house harnesses and displays accumulated memories about where the 
house came from, who belonged to it, and what its corporate claims might 
be. Those claims pertain to landholding or land use, access to labor, and rights 
to certain titles, dances, and privileges. As an abstraction, the “house” is also 
useful in that it describes the blurred realities of affiliation. Descent and alliance 
often crosscut to form a dissonant tangle of conflicting allegiances (Gillespie 
2000a: 7-8). The notion of a “house” helps mediate and subdue the pull of 
other identities. The fact that it could not do so entirely injects dynamism 
into corporate identity. People must work on a continuing basis to maintain 
the “house” as a cohesive entity and as a physical object. If they are successful, 
the house achieves distinction within the hierarchical societies where such 
entities tend to be found (Gillespie 2000b: 51-2). The house can even become 
a conveyance that allows certain groups to prosper as corporate aggrandizers 
(Waterson 1995: 67-8). 

Analytically, the idea of a “house” deflects attention from a fixed adherence 
to the consanguineal or “blood” model of kinship systems. This model holds 
that terms of affiliation describe actual physical relationships. In several influen- 
tial works, Schneider has argued that this point of view is naive, that it assumes 
a universal application for distinctively Western ideas of inheritance based on 
“blood” (e.g., Schneider 1984; but see Scheffler and Lounsbury 1971: 5, who 
suggest that kinship is necessarily prior to any statuses derived from it). In fact, 
affinity is often reckoned by a variety of means, not only by common descent, 
but by marriage alliance, exchange relations, and commensality in the form of 
shared food, clothing, and commitments to shared labor (Monaghan 199s: 15, 
244-6). Among Tzotzil Maya, appearance rather than blood ties determines 
membership in community: “one must dress like one [a Zincanteco}, eat like 
one, work in the same manner, speak correctly, walk... use the same tools as 
everyone else. This would be necessary to establish membership; it is essential 
to maintain membership” (Devereaux 1987: 99). Nevertheless, members may 
still describe their affiliation to a “house” by the language of kinship, which 
facilitated the all-important goal of transfer of material and symbolic wealth 
across generations (Gillespie 2000b: 27). 

Does the “house” concept work for the Classic Maya? The answer is a 
qualified “yes.” In the first place, there is, as mentioned before, glyphic 
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evidence for the term. Second, the notion of a “house” accords with the 
Nahuatl term, calpolli, or “big house,” and the K’ichee’ idea of a nimja, “big 
house” (Lockhart 1992: 16-20; Carmack 1981: 160). Both were units of cor- 
porate identity. Among the K’ichee’, they were manifested by actual buildings. 
The Nahuatl calpolli tended to control contiguous blocks of land and were in 
turn divided into wards that contained anywhere from roughly twenty to one 
hundred households (Lockhart 1992: 17). The Classic evidence could support 
the view that such units, which hypothetically formed a coherent unit beyond 
the household, were a median step between households or grandfamilies and 
polity. Households might have occupied individual plazuelas or adjacent sets 
of them, where the “house” was a sector or ward of clustered plazuelas, and 
the polity embraced the sum total of people over whom a holy lord claimed 
dominion. A mysterious term, tzuk, often preceded by a number, may have 
signaled territorial divisions of a polity or overlapped with social units attached 
to individual settlements (see Chapters 1, 5; Beliaev 2000). In Yukatek Maya the 
term refers to “parts,” “provinces,” “smaller community” (pueblo pequeño), and 
heaps of objects, perhaps in reference to boundary markers (Grube and Schele 
1991: 3; Okoshi Harada 1992; Ringle and Bey 2001); the term also occurs in 
Acalan Chontal as tzucul, “neighborhoods” (Smailus 1975: 132). Another rare 
term links numbers with a glyph that may read pet or peter, usually “island” 
in Mayan languages (Nikolai Grube, personal communication, 1992), but also 
with the meaning of “province.” There are, however, no cross-checks with 
which to test these interpretations. 

The embodied, vital nature of the “house” fits well with what is known 
of Maya ideas about buildings. Physical houses were regarded as living beings 
that could be fed by ritual means (D. Stuart 1998). Glyphic labels for door- 
ways (“mouth”) and other parts of the structure accord explicitly with body 
terms, the house reciprocally mapping the human body as a kind of building 
(Houston 1998). Logically, the house imparted resilience to a corporate body 
whose members were physically ephemeral. The remains of the deceased con- 
tinued to “live” within the house by being buried under floors and platforms 
(McAnany 1995). At the same time we see instability in the “house” both as 
a concrete set of buildings and an abstract pivot of affiliation. Over the long 
term, the house could fade away by losing competitive struggles with other 
houses, the house-as-structure falling into disrepair and the house-as-corporate 
unit drifting into oblivion (Gillespie 2000b: 33). 

As always, the overriding and perhaps insuperable problem is matching 
the archaeology with a conjectural if credible model of society. Advances 
in physical anthropology may someday make it possible to gauge relatedness 
among skeletons found within such groups. But even the absence of relatedness 
could simply mirror the ability of households and “houses” to absorb physically 
unrelated people. A general inclination of Mayanists is to see diversity in 
corporate units of the Classic period, with descent groups dominating, say, 
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at Copan, class at Tikal (Haviland 1992: 939; Hendon 1991). The suppleness 
of what is known of corporate groups does not inspire confidence that this 
issue can be readily resolved, or that scholars can speak of ephemeral affiliation 
when only the results of activities remain. Did plazuela groups, the basic unit 
of Maya settlement, belong to a certain “house”? And how did they reckon 
membership to this and other corporate units? A prudent response would be 
that we cannot know from available data. Archaeologists may wish to speak 
of their finds with ethnographic precision, yet the idiosyncratic histories of 
plazuelas will always rise to confound them. Another challenge is likening royal 
courts as “houses” (as implied by Lévi-Strauss’ discussion of noble “houses” in 
Medieval France) to those of other corporate groups in Maya society. In some 
respects the comparisons are valid in that such groups have similar attributes 
and modes of interaction. But the comparison also equalizes and conceals what 
may be deep differences. It is hard to believe that a royal court, the vortex of 
Maya kingdoms, operated according to the same premises as a group centered 
on the periphery of a Maya polity. 


Land Holdings and Conflict 


Another source of discord might have come from the most unseen of factors: 
the control of labor and access to land of varying quality. There was a possible 
correlation between such control and group or individual status, leading to 
countless frictions. The most productive soils, with the most diverse products, 
would presumably be controlled, directly or indirectly, by elites, who also 
commanded larger pools of labor. In contrast, thin soils, with limited prod- 
ucts, would fall under the sway of the unprivileged. “First settlers,” the initial 
occupants of certain territories, would accrue important advantages in this 
struggle (McAnany 1995: 96-7). Later occupants would have more limited 
choices. They could increase their yields only by going farther afield and 
by aggregating more labor. They could accomplish this by begetting chil- 
dren, seeking wives, and promising reciprocity in exchange for loans of labor. 
Regrettably, the textual and archaeological sources are silent on these matters. 
One can guess that the Classic Maya world was frequently in turmoil over 
land and labor disputes, yet there is no easy way of uncovering the conflicts 
and stratagems of everyday life. Another problem in interpreting evidence is 
that landownership was, to judge from ethnohistoric data, variously specified. 
Some land was held separately by people or smaller groups, other estates were 
held jointly so as to prevent lands from being divided by inheritance into 
unproductive and unsustainable economic units (Restall 1998: 369). The clear 
inequalities in access to resources during Classic times remain at odds with 
ethnographic evidence that wealth was seen in negative terms. Good fortune 
could be accumulated through nefarious negotiations with a malevolent Earth 
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Lord, deepening tensions between the haves and have-nots and leading to 
witchcraft accusations (Devereaux 1987: 96). Were such disparities any more 
acceptable in the Classic period, and, if so, why? 


Gender 


Social tension and friction were conditioned by the notion of gender or local 
ideas about the nature of males and females. Available evidence indicates that, 
for the Classic Maya, gender was also an opportunity to celebrate an ideology 
of complementarity, if qualified by subtle imbalances. Most anthropologists see 
gender as a cultural construct rather than as an expression of biological univer- 
sals (Ortner and Whitehead 1981), although physical differences between the 
sexes cannot be ignored. In a few instances, gender blurred in hermaphroditic 
or male/female fashion, as seen in the images of the maize god, who com- 
bined male and female characteristics (Taube 1985). Another sense of “tandem 
gender,” of both male and female, characterizes a K’ichee’ term for religious 
specialists known as chuchkajawib, “mother-fathers,” who in many Maya com- 
munities are exclusively male (Tedlock 1992: 35). But, on the whole, later 
sources suggest strong divisions of labor. Women tended to own animals, 
clothing, some plants, and house plots, men owned and bequeathed agricul- 
tural tools (Restall 1995: 587). Only in life-crisis rituals, shamanistic practices, 
and witchcraft did men and women participate equally, often in connection 
with locations at the periphery of human settlement (Gossen and Leventhal 
1993: 208). In the colonial period men and women rarely undertook collective 
tasks. Woman bore children and wove clothing, including the cotton mantles 
that were a crucial item of tribute. Men took responsibility for labor at some 
distance from the house plot, including forest clearance, boundary marking, 
cultivation of maize, trade, and tree plantations (Restall 1998: 367). At night, 
lower-status men and women came together, but ate separately; in the day they 
parted. But, above all, their identity as male or female coalesced in local terms 
according to the expectations of particular communities (Devereaux 1987: 99). 

Greater numbers of wives could contribute, as among the Aztec, to height- 
ened prosperity in the household (McCafferty and McCafferty 1998: 217-18) 
as well as ensure the creation of heirs within particular systems of inheritance. 
Again, as with age, a sense of complementarity pervades Maya discussions of 
men and women, a complementarity of cosmological wholeness rooted in 
male-female creator pairs, a balance of social status, and an idealized symme- 
try of activities (Devereaux 1987: 92). Not a few Maya stelae display males 
and females on opposite sides of the monument, or on stelae set side-by-side 
(R. Joyce 2000b: 74-5; J. Miller 1974). Such women often came from more 
important or larger sites than the males, so their display reflects a sense of pride 
in their exalted origins. In the Bonampak murals of the Late Classic period, 
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it is noteworthy that women preside over tributary gatherings with men, 
participate in cross-gender bloodlettings while sitting on thrones, and oversee 
the display and torture of captives. 

Nonetheless, images and texts make it clear that “symmetry” is less apt a 
label than “hierarchically organized dualism,” much like the dominance of the 
right hand over the left, both ofa set yet unequal. “Parity” is doubtless a notion 
that came uneasily if at all to the Classic Maya. Ethnographic sources indi- 
cate that gender ideology among Tzotzil Maya in Chiapas, Mexico, strongly 
emphasizes a “complementary and formally unranked quality” and as “two 
necessary parts of a social whole” (Devereaux 1987: 89). Yet it also exposes the 
asymmetries and real differences between the possibilities available to men and 
women, the former clearly privileged over the latter (Devereaux 1987: 110). 
Ethnographically, as among the Lakandon Maya, women deal with such ten- 
sions by exercising control over household activities, daughters’ husbands, and 
by the powerful instruments of adultery, gossip, and matchmaking (Boremanse 
1998: 53). The archaeological evidence is not entirely clear, although there are 
suggestions from Tikal that men were increasingly privileged in burial finery 
and location during Classic times, a pattern that did not seem so pronounced 
among a diverse group of nonelites (Haviland 1997: 10). 

As mentioned before, culture clearly influenced ideas about the meaning of 
biological differences between men and women, but ultimately this argument 
may be taking matters too far. Glyphic texts are quite precise about identifying 
the gender of nobility. This was done by using a term ix or ixik for females 
and nothing (Ø or “zero”) for men. That is, the absence of ixik signaled the 
presence of a male, the unmarked gender. This is supported by the use of 
winik to mean both “man” and “person.” In colonial dictionaries this last term 
helps explain the otherwise puzzling statements that winik refer to “man” and 
“woman,” namely, as rational agents regardless of gender. Still, it seems likely 
that, for the Classic Maya, winik gave nomenclatural primacy to “man” as a 
general classification for “human,” much as anthropologists could, without 
embarrassment, once write books entitled Man the Hunter or Man in Africa. 
In the glyphs some females were described as ixik... winik, the more precise 
designation qualifying the more general, unmarked one. Another glyph, read 
aj or, in one dialect, a, meant “he of...” and necessarily preceded other signs 
that could record anything from place names to objects made by this person. 
It is not the case, as has been suggested elsewhere (R. Joyce 2000b: 64-5), 
that it applied generally to women as well, although rare instances of this 
usage does occur in later, colonial sources from Yucatan (Clark and Houston 
1998: 34). 

The issue of gender among the Classic Maya remains controversial when 
it engages current issues and polemics in feminist and “queer” studies. There 
have been attempts to dismiss the gender concepts of the Classic Maya as 
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something other than “natural categories” and to suggest that Classic Maya 
texts did not always specify gender or that they simply viewed it as a fluid 
category (R. Joyce 2000b: 64, 65). Gender was, in this view, a designation 
that coalesced through “performance” (Butler 1999: 173, 177), and sexuality 
in turn involved an act rather than part of a fixed identity (R. Joyce 2000: 
278). These arguments have some merit. There is little doubt that homosexual 
acts existed among the Maya and that such conduct may have taken place in 
isolated locations, such as the forest, or in places of sanctioned homosexuality 
without the necessity of implying permanent sexual identities. A building 
at San Diego, Yucatan, exhibits sculpted panels of enema insertion, drunken 
and erratic dances, disheveled hair, and cramped stupor, many with a decided 
undertone of homoeroticism (e.g., Mayer 1984: pl. 146). The insertion of 
enemas transparently recalls the act of anal penetration to the extent that the 
structure at San Diego may have been a young men’s house, a place where 
activities were permitted among youths yet, perhaps, prohibited elsewhere with 
respect to other age grades. (The wildness of elite youths is one of the central 
tropes of the Popol Vuh epic, Christenson 2000: 73, 89; a role of warfare may 
have been to train, test, and, above all, eliminate such destabilizing individuals.) 
Today, in rural Yucatan, Maya have a fairly relaxed perception of homosexual 
acts (Karl Taube, personal communication, 2001). These episodes are seen as 
little more than spasms of physical gratification, without the pervasive negative 
value assigned categorically to “sodomites” by colonial Spaniards (R. Joyce 
2000a: 275—8). 


BEING AN ACTOR 


How did the Classic Maya understand the nature of a person and its capacity for 
action? What was their theory of agency? As mentioned before, most scholars 
agree that “individuals,” in the sense of autonomous beings who hold rights to 
self-determination, are a distinctively Western notion (Dumont 1986; Lukes 
1990; Mauss 1985). Nonetheless, there is evidence that traditional societies 
allow a role for individuals who harbor a contemplative inner life and an 
ability to change the established order through conscious and unconscious acts 
(Lienhardt 1985: 43—50). “All human beings are knowledgeable agents” who, 
when asked, can explain why they do what they do, although the normal course 
of human behavior is more a matter of habitual conduct than self-conscious, 
calculated action (Giddens 1984: 281). According to Edmund Leach, such 
individuals express an essential attribute of humanity: they dislike domination 
and break rules in a way that leads to new creations, new ways of acting 
and thinking (Leach 1977: 19-20). The exercise of imagination allows certain 
people to “go beyond” the current order and persuade others to follow them 
(Burridge 1979: 116; Rapport and Overing 2000: 4, 7; Sartre 1972: 273). By 
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definition, they are leaders, the people who get things done by influencing 
others — they are persons with “power” (Giddens 1984: 283). Creative acts are 
seen as heroic gestures of rebellion and subversion. If generally accepted, those 
gestures engender new conventions. But this view sits uneasily with the more 
accepted idea that people everywhere, including unheroic ones, are capable of 
change through individual acts (Cowgill 2000: 52-3). 

Most scholars would also accept that acts are not only susceptible to idiosyn- 
cratic or individual impulse but socially and culturally embedded. People 
respond to antecedent conditions, often without much reflection of conscious 
decision making. A person who is always making choices in a hyperactive 
manner represents a caricature of human conduct, which more often than not 
falls back on habitual decisions (Moore 2000: 260). There can be no truly 
free agents who operate outside the constraint of preexisting conditions — 
even Leach would propose that persons react to what came before — nor can 
those conditions remain unaffected by previous acts. Whether those acts are 
“rational” is less relevant than whether they are “reasonable” according to 
local understandings of common sense, logic, and morality (Geertz 198 3: 85- 
92). Self-interest and group-interest will follow those same strictures. Thus, it 
might be “reasonable” for the Classic Maya to see gods, supernatural beings, 
and ancestors as part of their civic community. It might be “rational” to 
believe that both careful weeding and auto-sacrificial bloodletting ensured a 
good harvest. 

To the Classic Maya a person was in part a kind of activated category, “a 
mortal, transient being. . . [in] a continuing social whole” (La Fontaine 1985: 
138-9). We cannot directly access the Classic Maya self — a subjective image 
developed during the lifetime of an individual — but there is more to be said 
about their model of categorical personhood, the public projection of “what 
it means to be a human being: the basic essence, agency, roles, potentialities, 
and limitations” (Kray 1997: 29). The concept of person-as-category tends to 
the view that internal motivation and feelings at a particular time were less 
important than the need to follow prescribed forms, perform preexisting roles, 
and guide matters to desired ends in a routine manner (Devereaux 1987: 96) 
Even bodily movement or position, at least as depicted in Maya imagery, was so 
stylized as to suggest highly disciplined body practices and images, something 
that can be imagined by the stoicism involved in tooth filing, tattooing, and 
scarification. 

Consider Classic Maya royalty. Through glyphic texts and public imagery 
their personalities shine with what the present-day observer might see as indi- 
vidualism and transparent motive. Yet evidence from royal names suggests 
different notion of identity. In the first place, rulers represented replacements 
for grandparents, with whom they often shared names. Individual, preacces- 
sion names existed (see Chapter $), including some that might be used after 
ascension to the throne, but the pattern of repetition in alternating generations 
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dominates at sites like Caracol, Piedras Negras, and 
Yaxchilan. Although poorly understood, the prac- 
tice hints that identities transcended generations and 
superseded personal individuation. Among ethno- 
graphic and ethnohistoric Maya of southern Belize, 
a reason to bury the dead near the living was 
that souls would recycle into the bodies of new- 
borns (Gillespie 2000: 140; Thompson 1930: 82). 
Similar beliefs are found among the Tz’utujil and 
K’ichee’ of Guatemala, where life cycles intersect 
with notions of generational renewal and replace- 
ments of grandparents by grandchildren (Carlsen 
and Prechtel 1991: 26; Mondloch 1980: 9; Warren 
1989: $7). For this reason, Tz’utujil males may 
address their fathers as “child,” and a child may be called “parent” (Carlsen and 
Prechtel 1991: 29). Another pattern occurs at Naranjo, where most kings took 
the name of some aspect of the Storm God, Chahk, and at Tikal, where rulers 
often called themselves K’awiil (see Chapters 5 and 7). This pattern points less 
to alternation of identities than the grouping of rulers into a subset of deities. 

Throughout the Classic period gods and humans alike were described in 
glyphic texts as winik, a category discussed before that translates to “person” 
as well as “man,” “twenty” (the total sum of toes and fingers), and “month” 
(a conventional period of twenty days used in the Maya Long Count; see 
Houston et al. 2006: 11-13). Attached to this term were adjectives that tell us 
precisely what kind of person this might be — where they came from and which 
attributes they might have (Fig. 2.6). The concept of winik is probably the key 
existential concept for the Classic Maya, although it makes only an infrequent 
appearance in the texts. A related notion pertains to a glyphic expression a, 
meaning “person,” which descends from *-a:’ in Common Mayan, the earliest 
reconstructible parent of Mayan languages (Houston et al. 2000). 

As a label, winik suggests a strong connection to what has been described 
as the dominant spatiotemporal orientation of the Maya person (Monaghan 
1998: 140). Here there is greater scope for the idea that the Classic Maya 
developed under unique circumstances according to historical setting and, it 
was thought, calendrical influence. This, then, helped form an indigenous the- 
ory of individuation that counterbalanced the concept of person-as-category. 
Historical and ethnographic evidence point to the common belief that people 
received a destiny when they were born, taking that name as a personal epi- 
thet, a practice documented, if somewhat rarely, among the Classic Maya too 
(Fig. 2.7). This destiny resulted from one’s position at birth on the cycle of 
twenty sacred days and its permutation with a set of thirteen numbers (Ted- 
lock 1992: 107-27). Among the Aztec someone born on the day “Flower” 
would be artistic and hardworking; a 1 Crocodile person would be fortunate 
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Figure 2.6. Winik or “person” in 
Maya texts (Houston et al. 2006, 
fig. 1.1). 


58 


The Classic Maya 


(Furst 1995: 77; Monaghan 1998: 139). People not 
only possessed attributes assigned by such calendri- 
cal associations but, it seems, developed into mate- 
rializations of those days. (Note that birth, not con- 
ception, played a role in personhood, echoing a 
more general preoccupation with completed rather 
than incipient acts; similarly, the Maya emphasized 
moments in time with respect to the larger cycles 
that encased them, “twelve in its third k’atun” 
meaning “twelve counted towards finishing the 
third k’atun [twelve years plus two k’atuns], thus 
“fifty-two years.”) This form of embodiment helps 
us understand the concept of a person as being 
linked to the qualities of a day and the fact that the 
Maya imparted a pronounced physicality to units 
of time. Much like lords, days of the solar month 
were “seated,” as if in office or attendance, and 


Figure 2.7. Day sign in personal rulers fused their portraits with those of key calen- 
names at Palenque: (a) sculptor, drical celebrations, especially those of twenty-year 
Death Head Monument, Palenque periods (D. Stuart 1996). This recalls the practice 


(AD 692); and (b) name of possible 
ruler, Murciélagos Vase (AD 799). 


of ethnographic Maya who treat days as venerable 
lords (Colby and Colby 1981: 223; Tedlock 1992: 
107). 

Throughout Mesoamerica, curers claim to evaluate a person’s problem 
according to birth date. The fact that twenty times thirteen equals the span 
of human gestation underscores the connection between “impersonal” time, 
divinatory calendars, and human existence (Earle and Snow 1985). However, 
these auguries were more tendencies or orientations than inflexible predis- 
positions. They were given to many different interpretations and useful, in 
that flexibility, as a means of eluding inconveniences. The days were useful in 
distinguishing people, as implied by the K’ichee’ Maya term for “destiny” or 
“character,” wach, meaning “face”; of course, a face is the most immediately 
recognizable, individuating trait of a person (Monaghan 1998: 139; Tedlock 
1992: 108). The Classic Maya placed equal weight on the head and especially 
the forehead as the locus of identity (Houston and Stuart 1998: g 3). In Maya 
representations royal and other names appeared on or above foreheads. This 
was less of a billboard — following the prosaic idea that such identities would be 
readily recognizable in the melee of battle or the complex flurry of figures in 
processions — than a deeper statement about where identity lies. This practice 
goes back to the time of the Olmec and helped lead to the development of 
writing as a means of identifying people by icons fused to the head. Only later 
did such icons physically disassociate from the body and become free-floating. 
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Figure 2.8. Day signs on head of figure, Museo Amparo, Puebla (drawing by David 
Stuart). 


This was the first unambiguous writing in ancient America. One Maya sculp- 
ture, most likely from the western Maya lowlands, shows two day signs on the 
forehead ofa ruler and his mother or spouse (Fig. 2.8). Both are Ajaw day signs 
and, although still poorly understood, may reflect the fusion of day names and 
their properties with particular individuals. 

Personal destiny, though affected by matters beyond human control, could 
be resisted with sustained effort and guidance, just as certain days or periods 
could be avoided when the auguries were poor. The five unnamed-days at the 
end of the 365-day solar calendar were notorious in this regard. Those unlucky 
enough to be born on these days were considered impotent, worthless, shape- 
less, and even timeless (Monaghan 1998: 141). Nonetheless, the Classic Maya, 
who termed this time the “hole of the year” (u-?-ha’b?), did perform impor- 
tant activities on the few occasions when such dates are mentioned, as at La 
Mar, Palenque, and Pomona. Once more, this suggests that negative portents 
were possibilities rather than certainties, and that a human could counteract a 
personal leaning through evasive tactics. These decisions might be instigated 
or strengthened by messages (muut, “birds”) sent to the figures, usually royalty, 
who were positioned institutionally to receive promptings from supernatural 
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entities (Houston et al. 2006: 227-51). It may be that in this instance we see 
a Classic Maya understanding of dreams as meaningful inspirations. Not sur- 
prisingly, the Tzotzil Maya also attribute major activities, such as the building 
of churches, to the influence of certain dreams (Vogt 1969: 352). Other cues 
doubtless came from Classic Maya practices of divination or prayerful interven- 
tions, perhaps those involving crystals, seeds, or beans (Brady and Prufer 1999; 
Colby and Colby 1981: 46). In such cases decision making was essentially a 
group activity or, to put it into indigenous terms, a means of discerning divine 
will so that humans could act on it (Boremanse 1998: 61). Divination was thus 
a means of clarifying decision making by making its variables transparent or 
by assigning the impetus for action to a supernatural source. 

Here, then, was the scope of flexible personal action. It existed within 
parameters but also allowed some leeway. One ruler might take advantage of 
that latitude for action, whereas another less-gifted or fortunate ruler might 
not. Classic Maya notions of time facilitated this flexibility. The Maya Long 
Count linked a current date to a starting point in 3114 BC: it recorded elapsed 
time with respect to a fixed marker, one date having significance only in rela- 
tion to another. The Long Count, which consisted of at least five progressively 
larger cycles and sometimes many more, served as an ambitious chronologi- 
cal synthesis. It coordinated cycles, including those on a base-twenty system 
that recalls the sum of human digits, and included spans of twenty years 
(the so-called “k’atun-ajaw” notations) that were invoked explicitly in tab- 
ulating the current life span of rulers. It is possible that this calendar was 
designed by the Maya or peoples of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to subordi- 
nate cyclic time to linear time, the suggestion being that this mode of time 
keeping emphasized dynastic succession over the rotation of temporary office 
(cf. Farriss 1995: 118-19). Long-Count time was linear, particularly if nested 
within cycles above that of the bak’tun or four-hundred-year span. But it 
also preserved the cyclic quality of more ancient sacred (260-day) and solar 
(365-day) calendars. Any completion of a major subcycle would be likened to 
others. Dates on 1 Ajaw might have similar properties, regardless of position 
within larger frames of time, and so would a one-k’atun (20-year) celebration 
share profound similarities with two-, three-, four-, and five-k’atun endings. 
The overall calendrical system guaranteed that all dates would contrast in abso- 
lute terms yet retain fundamental similarities. The Maya recognized that a day 
and the events taking place on it always resembled, but did not completely 
replicate, preceding ones. In this sense, days informed and shaped a theory 
of personality and destiny that connected people to time (Monaghan 1998). 
Moreover, by invoking a particularly Long-Count date the Classic Maya pro- 
fessed a connection to acts in the remote past. The use of the Long Count 
reaffirmed a particular view of time and its entanglement with supernatural 


beings. 
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It is probable that the Classic Maya, concerned as they were with duty 
and obligation, conceived of acts as being a kind of “work” or patan. Among 
modern Maya, this term or its analogues apply to acts as varied as the clearance 
of land for milpa (as in Ch’orti’ Maya), the fulfillment of a customary task, 
practice, or calling (oficio in colonial dictionaries, Clark and Houston 1998: 34; 
see also Josserand and Hopkins n.d., patch’ujel), and, to judge from Yukatekan 
notions of work, the “ritual” labors of a shaman, known in Yukatek as a lumen, 
“he who occupies himself” or “he who engenders or makes” (Hanks 1990: 
339, 364; Monaghan 2000: 32). Among Tzotzil Maya, “work” (‘abtel) is seen 
as one of two central and acceptable activities, the other being “talk” (k’op), 
which, as prayer or political oratory and gossip, allows people to have a social 
life and represents theologically the vocalizing capacity that first defined and 
vitalized humanity (Devereaux 1987: 95; Gossen 1993: 420). In a more subtle 
comparison, making things is compared to birth in many parts of Mesoamer- 
ica, especially in the weaving of textiles (Prechtel and Carlsen 1988: 123). 
Regrettably, there is no known term for “shaman” in the Classic period, nor 
is the widespread term for “calendar priest,” aj-k’in, documented outside of a 
reference to a god. (The lack of textual salience to such figures is perplexing, 
particularly for the latter. It may be that “political” figures such as holy lords 
were ipso facto priests, so no separate identifications or descriptions for ritual 
specialists were necessary; see Zender 2004b) In Ch’olan languages patan is 
also a term for “tribute” and probably stems from a root, pat, meaning “to 
form” (Kaufman and Norman 1984: 128). Patan is evidently spelled only twice 
in the corpus of Classic inscriptions (Chakpatan, “great tribute/work”), once 
in a highly opaque context on an inscribed shell, the other on Dos Pilas 
Hieroglyphic Stairway 2, where it appears to refer to the offering of sakpatan, 
“pure” or “artificially made tribute,” in connection with a battle against Tikal 
by Calakmul (Simon Martin, personal communication, 2001). Nonetheless, 
there may be references to tributaries who enumerate amounts of tribute, as in 
3-pa-ta at Chichen Itza or 18-pa-ta at Tikal (D. Stuart 1998: 384, fig. 6). These 
statements do not, however, conform to parallel expressions in Classic script. 
They remain suggestive but obscure. 

There is a strong difference between the acts recorded in Maya imagery 
and writing and a broader set that must surely have existed. Of everyday 
activities, such as grinding corn, there is ample evidence in the form of 
grinding tools (manos or pestles, and metates, basin-shaped mortars), a few rare 
images, and no textual references (M. Coe 1982: 49; Simon Martin, personal 
communication, 2001; Hammond 1982b: 6.2). Activities thought worthy of 
mention, presumably because grinding was not an elite activity, were quite 
limited in number, with a tendency to be “summative.” What this means is 
that they refer to an epitomizing action, such as “seize, grab” in the case of 
captives, but not the acts leading up to it or the events that follow. An act 
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is never wholly new or described in idiosyncratic terms: rather, it conforms 
to a formulaic category regarded as decorously appropriate for commission 
to hieroglyphs and imagery. The summative quality of acts is reflected, for 
example, in depictions of capture. Captives often wear, in advance, the garb 
of subjugation, a set of perforated and ripped cotton garments donned after 
battle, not before. To think otherwise presumes an exaggerated kind of “Aztec” 
flowery war, with predetermined winners and losers, an unlikely scenario for 
the Maya. This is the same clothing displayed by captives in front of victorious 
lords or within their palaces. Maya sculptors and painters evidently saw little 
difficulty in conflating time, merging the act of capture with the act of captive 
display or presentation. 

Acts appearing in the hieroglyphs usually required an accompanying date. 
The Maya seem to have found timeless events to be a contradiction in terms: 
action necessitates a temporal frame, just as time involves a concreteness and 
tangibility that is generally absent from occidental perspectives. Acts also need 
spatial indicators, such as “this” (haa’ or hiin / hina), or a common toponymic 
phrase that specifies setting. Expressions such as “he is a captive” may occur 
without a chronological tether, perhaps because they declare an ongoing state 
rather than an achievement or change. Another peculiarity of Maya texts is 
the relative scarcity of active transitives and the ubiquity of passive events 
Among the events attested in glyphs, rulers and other elites may arrive ae 
near (huli) or far (tali) distances, leave (bixni), or be forced out (lok’oyi?); 
they may die (chami?, ochi-bih, och-ha’) and sit as lords (chumlaj, chumwani) In 
transitive acts, they receive (ch’amaw), bury (butuw), scatter incense (dokon) 
wrap stones (kalaw), heap stones (tz’apaw), give (ak’aw), or throw (alaw) ahi: 
is not a complete list of events, but, in the most strenuous and a aee 
activities, especially battle, enemies “are captured” or the spears and ron of 
antagonists simply “fall.” And much like a peasant in the field, a ruler might 
carry a burden (u-kuchuw ikaatz) in the sense of discharging a heavy duty, ae 
like a porter carrying a load with a tumpline. This represented, in eel his 
moral obligation to his community. In the cave texts of Naj Tunich, a lord of 
Caracol records that he “carries” smoke and fire by means of a tumpline glyph 
(Stone 1995, fig. 7-29). The metaphors of royal work thus derive in part pie 
a vocabulary of more common activities. 


SOCIALITY AMONG THE CLASSIC MAYA 


The Classic Maya should be approached in their own terms according to 
indigenous notions of who they were and how they fit into a te of 
social commitment. In practice, limitations of evidence compel researche 

to use all the tools at their disposal, including later information and expe = 
tions gleaned from the comparative method. Yet, a distillation of ae nob 


Sociality 


points to a key, inclusive idea: the Classic Maya lived within a world that 
balanced community and belief against conflict and self- or group-interest. An 
entirely objective perspective would limit itself to a study of “living” actors, 
or at least those that lived in the first millennium. That would be mislead- 
ing: much like ethnographic Maya, community included supernatural beings 
and the dead (Bunzel 1952: 270; Gillespie 2000c: 144). The dead contin- 
ued to occupy the homes and spaces of the living and could be expected to 
behave as members of a larger, metaphysical community operating by joint 
interest. 

The list of actors in the moral universe of the Classic Maya was long and 
complex. At its summit were gods, who interacted in Maya thought with 
humans (see Chapter 7). Ancestors, too, formed a part of the moral com- 
munity, as did other supernatural beings that were potent but not explicitly 
identified as deities (see Chapter 7). In royal imagery and text Maya rulers 
represented the pivot of this chain of being, interceding on the community’s 
behalf with more ethereal beings (see Chapter $). The reality is that they never 
achieved a complete claim to monopolize such contact. Serving the ruler, and 
sometimes in opposition to him, were nobles and lesser members of the royal 
family. Existentially, they were of a different order from rulers, although the 
definition of a noble was probably someone of real or fictive royal descent, 
however remote (see Chapter 6). This left the most mysterious group of Classic 
Maya — the men and women, the farmers, knappers, weavers, carvers, traders, 
builders, fishers, and hunters who constituted the bulk of society (Chapters 8 
and 9). Much is known about the work they left behind but little about their 
identity or social organization. Hovering at the margins of the Classic Maya 
world were outsiders and foreigners (see Chapter 6). The Maya were intensely 
conscious of cultural differences but did not so much assimilate as encyst such 
influences, displaying them, when appropriate, in a manner that maintained 
cultural boundaries. 

The idea that a Maya community would consist of seen and unseen beings 
strikes the present-day observer as illogical. In some respects, this is the predica- 
ment of all students of the past, since they bring something of themselves to that 
encounter. A society conceiving of religion in limited terms would be inclined 
to view Classic Maya beliefs as elite mystifications or propaganda (Houston 
1999). Yet there is no inherent contradiction between beliefs of this sort 
and self-interested schemes or stratagems, or the presence of “aggrandizers” 
vying for prestige and social resources. What is needed is a perceptive por- 
trait of the Classic Maya, where spirits interact routinely with humans and 
sacred postulates seem natural or even inescapable. A noble could seek mar- 
riage alliances with the king to improve his personal prospects and those of 
his lineage. He might be far more reluctant to seek any usurpation of the 
king's position, since this maneuver would jeopardize a system based on sacred 
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bloodlines. The maneuver would go too far — beyond the elastic capabil- 
ities of the moral community and into the volatile unpredictability of the 
fractured society. That the Classic Maya lived with integration and division, 
solidarity and discord, is plainly true. Finding out how they did so is the test 
before us. 


CHAPTER 3 


BEGINNINGS 


PRECLASSIC HERITAGE 


Classic Maya society, like any other grouping, arose from the heritage of its 
predecessors. Although the “Classic period” refers, as its name implies, to 
the era of the most sophisticated cultural achievements, the basic elements of 
its society and culture, including centralized government, social stratification, 
monumental architecture, and writing, were already present during earlier 
times. A central question, then, concerns the genesis of lowland Maya civ- 
lization: when did it first flourish and how did it lead to what came after? 
(“Civilization,” a label controversial to some scholars, means simply a set of 
cultural practices and ideas that tend to accompany a society with pronounced 
centralization and inequality, Cowgill 1991: 256; see Redfield and Singer 
1954). During the Preclassic period, lowland Maya civilization, with its shared 
cultural traits of language, monumental imagery, and architecture, emerged 
throughout the Yucatan Peninsula and surrounding regions. The spread of 
similar practices and ideas across space and their continuity through time are 
notable in comparison to other parts of Mesoamerica, which did not always 
have the same degree of coherence or fixity. Yet there 1s considerable evidence, 
too, for interregional diversity within the Maya lowlands and little proof of 
a monolithic culture shared by every member of a community. As noted in 
Chapter 1, the overarching identity of being “Maya” was weakly developed. 
The advent of lowland Maya civilization in Preclassic times was coupled with 
a momentous process in which relatively small, essentially egalitarian groups 
transformed into larger, internally diverse ones. Such social changes were 
underwritten by two general trends that relate to the “moral community” and 
“divided society” discussed in Chapter 2. The first trend was the development 
of social integration that bound ever-larger populations into political and 
moral cohesion. This process took place through a shared sense of belonging 
and a submission to common beliefs and values, as validated by social and 
ritual practice. The second trend involved increasing internal heterogeneity 
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and subdivision among corporate groups and factions, along with rising social 
inequalities in power, wealth, and prestige. The development of Maya rulership 
touched on both themes. Kings became centers of community integration and 
accelerants of elite domination. 

One important aspect of rulership is the effect of ideologies that shaped 
individual perceptions of social roles and positions (see Gardiner 1992: 65; 
Therborn 1980: 2). How did people come to accept differences in social 
status, and how did they abandon what was probably a primordial, egalitarian 
ethos? Many Maya are likely to have shared certain ideologies that legitimized 
or tolerated social inequality, but groups and individuals could also have held 
divergent views of what those ideologies meant (see Abercrombie et al. 1980, 
1990). In addressing this question, it is useful to examine how different groups 
of people, particularly elites and nonelites, changed or maintained diverse 
practices, not only in relation to governmental institutions but to daily routines 
at home and in the village. Often, too, shifts and continuities take place across a 
wide area. A recurrent theme in scholarly debates on the Preclassic Maya is the 
evaluation of local development in the lowlands against the impact of external 
influence, particularly from a set of societies known today as the “Olmec.” 
When the lowland Maya had barely begun to establish village life or to make 
ceramics, the Gulf Coast Olmec already had large settlements with impressive 
stone monuments. Did the surrounding groups cast a Prevailing influence over 
the lowland Maya, or did the local residents find selective inspiration from 
neighbors? Discussion of the Classic period focuses of necessity on internal 
dynamics within lowland Maya society, but this chapter deals extensively with 
external relations. 


NEW WAYS OF LIFE 


Early Villages and Ceramics 


Pollen analysis indicates that, with the onset of the Holocene, the environment 
of the Maya area transformed from arid to wetter conditions. Around 10.000 
years ago, the southern lowlands were covered by rainforest with tree taxa 
comparable to today’s local vegetation (Leyden 1984), 
Study of lake cores shows forest disturbance and maize 
around 6,000 or 5,000 BC in Panama (Piperno 19809; Piper 
and around 5,000 BC on the southern Gulf Coast of Mes 
2001). In contrast, the earliest pollen evidence of cultivat 
in the Maya lowlands, coming from Belize, dates to 3,400 BC (Pohl et al 
The environmental impact of these earlier inhabitants on the Mava ; . 1996) 
appears to have been relatively small, and substantial deforestation dig owlands 
until 2,400 BC in Belize and around 2,000 BC in Peten not occur 
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Figure 3.1. Distribution of early ceramics in the Maya lowlands. 


lowlands were probably occupied by a small population that practiced mixed 
subsistence, including plant cultivation with forest clearance, hunting, and 
gathering. Although archaeological evidence of such early occupation remains 
scarce, researchers have identified stone tools possibly used by preceramic 
populations in Belize and Yucatan, including points for hunting and axes for 
cutting trees and digging (Alvarez 1982; Iceland 1997; Velázquez 1980). 
During the early half of the Middle Preclassic period (1000-300 BC), or 
possibly slightly earlier, sedentary communities coalesced in various parts of 
the southern lowlands. This was the time when the foundations of Maya 
civilization came into being, as most clearly reflected in the appearance and 
spread of ceramics (Fig. 3.1). Cunil pottery in the Belize River Valley and 
around Holmul in eastern Peten appears to represent the earliest pottery in the 
Maya lowlands, with dates of 1,200 to goo BC (Awe 1992; Awe et al. 1990; 
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Figure 3.2. Reconstruction drawings of Cunil ceramics (Clark and Cheetham 2002, 
fig. 8, courtesy of the New World Archaeological Foundation). 


Garber et al. 2004). These ceramics have dull red and black slips, and charac- 
teristic modes include postslip incisions on horizontally everted rims (Fig. 3.2). 
Pottery in other parts of the Maya lowlands followed around 1,000 or 900 BC. 
In northern Belize, the Swasey complex at Cuello and related Bolay ceramics 
at Colha contain glossy red slips that resemble later Mamom ceramics and lack 
characteristic attributes of Cunil pottery (Cheetham 2005: 28; Valdez 1987: 
233-7). Although the original claim of Swasey dating to the beginning of 
the Early Preclassic has been refuted (Andrews and Hammond 1990; Ham- 
mond et al. 1991: 62), its precise timing is still debated. John Clark and David 
Cheetham (2003) emphasize its resemblance to Mamom ceramics and place 
the beginning of Swasey around 850 BC. Rosemary Joyce and John Hender- 
son (2001), however, point out that this complex includes pattern burnished 
unslipped pottery with micaceous paste, similar to Early Preclassic materials 
from Puerto Escondido, Honduras. If so, the early facet of Swasey may date to 
as early as 1100 BC. In the Belize River Valley, Cunil ceramics were followed 
by the Jenny Creek complex around 900 BC, identified at the site of Barton 
Ramie. 

For the central lowlands, Clark and Cheetham (2003; Cheetham et al. 2003) 
argue that the early facet of the Eb complex found at Tikal bears some simi- 
larities to Cunil in its incisions and red and black slips, suggesting the develop- 
ment of Eb from this predecessor (Culbert 1977: 36; 1993). Comparable 
ceramics, Ah Pam, are found in the Lake Yaxha and Lake Sacnab Basins (Rice 
1979: 13-22; Hermes 1999). The early Ox complex in the Mirador Basin 
is another point of controversy. Richard Hansen (1998: 55-6; 2005) presents 
radiocarbon dates between 1,400 and 1,000 BC associated with Ox pottery, 
which would thrust them long before Eb and Swasey. These ceramic 
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Figure 3.3. Real-Xe ceramics excavated from Ceibal (photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 


Clark and colleagues (2000: $01) to doubt the validity of these results and to 
suggest a date of around 900 BC. Hansen (2005) counters, pointing to the pres- 
ence of traits common among the Early Preclassic ceramics of Mesoamerica, 
including red-rimmed tecomates and finger punctuations. 

The earliest ceramics in the Pasión area (Fig. 3.3) are the Xe complex found 
at Altar de Sacrificios (Adams 1971) and the Real complex at Ceibal (Sabloff 
1975), possibly dating to 900 BC. These complexes from the Pasión area have 
matte red and black slips, and Cheetham (2005) stresses their similarities to 
Cunil ceramics. In the Xe and Real complexes, however, postslip incisions 
on horizontally everted rims are relatively rare. Instead, Xe and Real ceramics 
include a substantial amount of vessels with matte white slips, which are preva- 
lent in the Chiapas highlands and rare in the Cunil and Eb complexes (Bryant 
et al. 2005). Xe and Real pottery may represent a transitional form between 
Chiapas and eastern lowland materials. Further down the river, the Chiuaan 
complex of the middle Usumacinta region closely resembles the Gulf Coast 
materials, although the residents of this area adopted waxy Maya ceramics 
during the Late Classic period (Rands 1977, 1987). In the northern lowlands, 
the reevaluation of the Ek ceramic complex from Komchen identified postslip 
incisions tied to Cunil ceramics, despite differences in slip colors and vessel 
shapes. Similar materials were also found at Kiuic in the Puuc region (Andrews 
et al. 2008). These ceramics were followed by the Nabanche complex at Dzi- 
bilchaltun and Komchen and its related pottery in Campeche and Yucatan, all 
characterized by heavy-walled vessels as well as low-gloss black and variegated 
buft-to-orange wares (Joesink-Mandeville 1977; Ball 1978). 
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Our knowledge of these ceramics is still fragmentary, but most researchers 
agree that the introduction of ceramics correlated with the development of 
more sedentary modes of life. Pottery betokens a long-term investment in 
a particular place, where fragile yet heavy objects can be used and stored. 
Remains of probable residential structures from the early Middle Preclassic 
period are best documented at Cuello (Cartwright, Gerhardt, and Hammond 
1991). These consisted of round or apsidal low platforms with plaster floors 
and postholes that supported superstructures of perishable materials. Similar 
buildings have been found at Colha (Potter et al. 1984), K’axob (McAnany 
and Lépez Varela 1999) and Blackman Eddy (Garber et al. 2004); indeed, 
all resemble earlier or contemporaneous structures outside the Maya lowlands 
(e.g., Clark and Blake 1994). Buildings associated with Cunil ceramics at Cahal 
Pech, however, appear to have been rectangular (Cheetham 1998), hinting at 
either a wide variety of plans that happen to be incompletely sampled or the 
early appearance of distinct traditions of vernacular architecture. Excavators 
at Cuello also identified three structures surrounding a patio, whose layout is 
similar to patio groups typical of the Classic period (Cartwright, Gerhardt, 
and Hammond 1991). Most burials were placed under house platforms, again 
prefiguring practices of the Classic period (Hammond 1999; Robin and Ham- 
mond 1991; McAnany et al. 1999). Basic forms of Classic Maya sociality, which 
linked household organization and ancestor veneration, probably materialized 
during the early Middle Preclassic period. 


Predecessors and Contemporaries in Southeastern, Mesoamerica 


Social changes in the Maya lowlands did not occur in isolation. The earliest 
pottery in southeastern Mesoamerica is found on the southern Pacific Coast. 
These Barra ceramics, dating to 1,800 to 1,700 BC, are fairly elaborate, and 
Clark and Blake (1994; Clark and Gosser 1995) suggest that people aspiring to 
high status and control over others employed these novel objects in the course 
competitive feasting. The ceramics may thus signal a transition from egalitar- 
ian societies to ones with hereditary inequality. During the following Locona 
phase (1,700 to 1,500 BC), an edifice much larger than other buildings nearby 
was constructed at Paso de la Amada, Chiapas. Clark and Blake (Blake 1991: 
Clark 1997) interpret this as an elite residence and as evidence of established 
hereditary inequality, but there remains the possibility that it was a communal 
structure, perhaps even a men’s house (see Lesure 1997; Marcus and Flannery 
1996: 90-1). Either way, it is clear that the southern Pacific Coast was several 
centuries ahead of the Maya lowlands in its ceramic technology and village 
lifeway. A possible ballcourt appears to have been built at Paso de la Amada 
around this time, indicating other kinds of collective action (Hill and Clark 
1991). Similar social changes were in progress in other parts of Mesoamer- 
ica, including the southern Gulf Coast. Ceramics like those of the southern 
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Pacific Coast appear to have spread through the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to the 
southern Gulf Coast (Clark and Gosser 1995). Clark et al. (2000) suggest that 
this distribution corresponds to that of Mixe-Zoquean speakers, although the 
conjecture is almost impossible to prove. At Copan, Rayo ceramics dating to 
around 1,500 to 1,200 BC bear some similarities to Isthmian materials (Viel 
1993). A possibility, not easily testable, is that the residents of western Honduras 
also spoke non-Mayan languages (Clark et al. 2000: 452). 

Around 1,400 BC, spectacular developments in social stratification and ruler- 
ship took place on the southern Gulf Coast. Material expressions of this new 
form of society consisted of enormous platforms, massive stone monuments, 
and finely crafted portable objects. This “Olmec” civilization is generally 
considered the first in Mesoamerica. Along with the growth of centers on 
the southern Gulf Coast, distinctive art styles, including the motifs known 
problematically as the “were-jaguar” and “fire-serpent,” spread throughout 
Mesoamerica. The use of the term “Olmec” has been confusing and con- 
troversial. By the term “Gulf Coast Olmec” we mean the occupants of the 
area who were responsible for the precocious, near-urban settlements of San 
Lorenzo, La Venta, and other centers and might have been (but were not cer- 
tainly) speakers of Mixe-Zoquean languages. Regrettably, there is no internal 
evidence for this linguistic affiliation in the form of hieroglyphic texts. The 
links of certain Mixe-Zoquean terms to the Olmec tend to be unpersuasive, 
pertaining instead to far earlier developments relating to agriculture (Camp- 
bell and Kaufman 1976). At the least, Olmec styles and traits reflect specific 
religious beliefs and elite ideologies, which spread in a wide area from central 
Mexico, Guerrero, and on to Lower Central America during the Early and 
Middle Preclassic periods. 

The nature of Olmec civilization has been one of the most vigorously 
debated problems in Mesoamerican archaeology. Some view Gulf Coast soci- 
ety as a “mother culture” (M. Coe 1965). Others believe that such forma- 
tions resulted from evenly balanced interactions between different regions of 
Mesoamerica (Demarest 1989; Flannery and Marcus 1994; Grove 1996). Such 
debates have been shaped not only by available archaeological data but by 
theoretical predisposition. Until the 1970s, conquest, migration, and diffusion 
had been major themes of archaeological explanation; thereafter, the popular- 
ity of the so-called “processual” archaeology began to lend greater emphasis 
to internal processes of social change. Recent years have witnessed a reevalua- 
tion of interregional movements of people and ideas. Although complex and 
two-directional interactions must have figured in social changes of the Greater 
Isthmian region, the relations between the southern Gulf Coast societies and 
other areas were probably asymmetrical (Stark 2000; Lesure 2004; Pool 2007: 
17). There is increasing evidence that the Gulf Coast Olmec had more pro- 
nounced social stratification and political centralization, and that the concepts 
of rulership mirrored in stone monuments in various parts of Mesoamerica 
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were most likely inspired by either direct or indirect contacts with the Gulf 
Coast Olmec. Recent data on unidirectional moves of ceramics from San 
Lorenzo to various parts of Mesoamerica provide strong support for this view 
(Blomster et al. 2005; Neff et al. 2006). 

San Lorenzo became a major center around 1,400 BC. Its gargantuan plat- 
form was dotted with colossal heads and other stone monuments hauled from 
distant quarries. Colossal heads seem to have depicted individuals rulers, each 
identified by preglyphic signs emblazoned on the head. Recent excavations 
by Ann Cyphers (1999) have revealed possible elite residences, next to which 
were possible workshops for recarving stone monuments. Finds like these indi- 
cate the presence of highly developed social stratification with well-established 
rulership. Central authorities commanded a large labor force that included craft 
specialists (Coe 1965a; Lowe 1989). The contemporaneous, water-logged site 
of El Manati provides a rare glimpse of the Olmec spiritual world. Offerings 
of rubber balls, greenstone axes, and wooden sculptures were deposited at a 
spring (Ortiz and Rodiguez 1999), disclosing the importance of rituals related 
to water and hills, along with the practice of the ballgame in this early period. 
A remarkable aspect of the San Lorenzo chronology is the rapidity of social 
transformation. A span of only three or four centuries separated the appear- 
ance of ceramics from the establishment of a large center with centralized 
administration. 

During the Early Preclassic period before 1000 BC, evidence of direct con- 
trol by the Gulf Coast Olmec in southeastern Mesoamerica confines itself 
mostly to the middle Grijalva Basin and to the southern Chiapas Coast (Clark 
and Pye 2000). Although differentially fired black and white wares are some- 
times considered markers of Olmec influence, Demarest (1989) argues that 
these ceramics derived from a common tradition in what is called the Greater 
Isthmian region, stretching from the southern Gulf Coast to the Guatemalan 
Pacific Coast and Guatemalan highlands, all the way to western Honduras and 
El Salvador (see Lowe 1977). Relevant data were recovered at Copan, Hon- 
duras. Excavations by William Fash deep under Group 9N-8, a Classic-period 
residential group, revealed a series of rich, elite burials with so-called Gordon 
ceramics (1,200-1,000 BC) (Fash 1991: 67-70; Viel 1993). Some ceramic ves- 
sels were carved with common Olmec motifs, such as the “flame-eyebrow”’ 
and “hand-wing,” and Burial VIII-27 contained over three hundred drilled 
jade pieces. Although Copan later became an important Classic Maya center, 
during the Preclassic period it had closer ties to the Greater Isthmian region 
than to the Maya lowlands. 

Around 1,000 BC San Lorenzo declined, and La Venta became the preem- 
inent Olmec center. La Venta showed significant innovations in site plans and 
material culture, which probably reflected further developments in royal ide- 
ology. Colossal heads were found at La Venta, but they may have been coeval 
with San Lorenzo examples. A new, dominant form of stone monument 
was the stela with bas-relief, and jade figures of supernatural motifs became 
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common, perhaps because of the discovery of new jade sources of exceptional 
quality and lustrous color in the Sierra de las Minas of present-day Guatemala 
(Taube et al. 2004). Site planning at La Venta was different from San Lorenzo, 
in that pyramids, mounds, and plazas defined ceremonial spaces. During the 
period between 1,000 to 750 BC, rapid changes in architecture, site plan- 
ning, and monumental art occurred throughout the Greater Isthmian region, 
including Tabasco (Sisson 1976) and Chiapas (Lee 1989; Lowe 1977). In the 
southern Guatemalan highlands, the residents of Kaminaljuyu began to con- 
struct earthen platforms around goo to 800 BC (Escobedo et al. 1996; Roman 
1993), and the nearby center of Naranjo rose to be an important ceremonial 
locus in the Valley of Guatemala. Recent investigations led by Barbara Arroyo 
(Arroyo et al. 2007) at the latter site dated a series of plain monuments to 
700 to s00 BC. In the northern Guatemalan highlands, earthen platforms 
similar to those at Kaminaljuyu were built around 850 BC (Sharer and Sedat 
1987). About the same time, some centers on the Pacific Coast began to 
construct large mounds comparable to Pyramid C of La Venta. For example, 
now-destroyed Mound 1 at La Blanca on the western Guatemalan Coast (Love 
t990) was twenty-five meteres high, and the El Trapiche E3—1-2 mound in 
western El Salvador was twenty meters high (Sharer 1989). Olmec-style stone 
monuments also began to appear in these areas, including examples from 
Takalik Abaj on the Guatemalan Coast and the Chalchuapa area in western El 
Salvador. These shifts in material culture were closely connected to increasing 
social inequality. At Kaminaljuyu, the first elite burials appeared around 800 
BC (López 1993). The placement of pyramids and monuments implies not 
only a larger investment of material and labor. Buildings such as these imposed 
new sets of meaning and orderings of space, perhaps with links to emerging 
social relations and values (Love 1999). 


The Maya Lowlands in the Mesoamerican World 


The occupants of the Maya lowlands were the last major group in Mesoamerica 
to adopt pottery (Clark and Cheetham 2003). Why were the use of ceramics 
and the development of sedentary communities significantly later here than 
in surrounding areas with similar elevations and ecology? Were there earlier, 
as-yet-undetected settlements of great scale in the Maya lowlands? The paucity 
of archaeological remains in the Maya lowlands dating to the Early Preclassic 
partly stems from environmental conditions. Soil formation is slow, organic 
remains seldom endure, and many materials left on the surface wash away with 
driving, seasonal rains. Most parts of the Maya lowlands lack deep stratigraphy, 
and early materials mixed with later objects might go unrecognized. Never- 
theless, given the large amount of excavation conducted in the Maya lowlands, 
this scarcity of data probably reflects the exiguous reality of early occupa- 
tion. Population levels in the Maya lowlands before 1,000 BC were most 


likely low. 


73 


74 


The Classic Maya 


A critical factor in such cultural and social tardiness may have been the nature 
of maize agriculture. During the Early Preclassic period, maize cobs were 
quite small and maize cultivation may not have been highly productive. Arnold 
(2000) suggests that maize did not become an essential part of subsistence on the 
southern Gulf Coast until the Middle Preclassic period. Stable carbon isotope 
analysis of skeletal remains from the Pacific Coast of Chiapas and Guatemala 
by Blake and others (1992) indeed show that maize was only a small part of 
diet during the Early Preclassic period, but its consumption notably increased 
around 1,000 BC. Macrobotanical remains of maize from early periods are still 
limited, but maize cobs may have reached a length of around 6 cm, along with 
a larger number of rows (Clark et al. 2007: 33). In addition, Taube (2004) notes 
that maize symbolism in Olmec iconography dates mostly to the Middle Pre- 
classic. The occupants of the southern Gulf Coast and Pacific Coast may have 
relied significantly on riverine and marine resources during the Early Preclassic 
period. The Maya lowlands, with the exception of Belize and parts of Tabasco 
and Campeche, probably did not have comparable natural resources. Opening 
the rainforest required heavy infusions of labor. Until genetic changes in maize 
led to sufficient cob sizes, the Maya lowlands may simply not have been a desir- 
able place for agriculturalists (Puleston and Puleston 1971; Willey 1970). It is 
suggestive that a concentration of preceramic remains has been found in north- 
ern Belize, where riverine resources were more abundant and periodic deposi- 
tions of alluvium allowed sustainable yields with even relatively modest effort. 
Although preceramic populations in the Maya lowlands engaged in forest 
cropping and plant cultivation, the development of pottery and sedentary vil- 
lages corresponds, by one interpretation, to a threshold in subsistence: the time 
when local Maya committed fully to agriculture centered on maize cultivation. 

In making this argument, we do not wish to give an impression of ecological 
determinism. Our view is that the synergy of cultural and natural forces can 
bring about varying results in different historical settings. It appears more than 
a coincidence that the rapid spread of village life with ceramics in the Maya 
lowlands corresponded to apparent shifts in maize cultivation. If agricultural 
productivity played a central role in this social change, it was an expression of 
a historical process shaped by the convergence of various other conditions. 

Notably, most early ceramics are found in sites near surface bodies of 
water, including areas along the Belize River and Pasión River (Ball 1977). 
In the central lowlands, early sites (and later large centers) are located near 
bajos. Previously, scholars believed that these seasonal swamps were once 
perennial wetlands or lakes, but there was little supporting evidence for this 
belief (Harrison 1977). A recent study by Nicholas Dunning and colleagugs 
(2002) in northern Belize shows from pollen and sedimentation that some 
of the bajos did indeed hold water year-round until the end of the Preclassic 
period, when soil erosion resulting from deforestation transformed 


many bajos. 
Similarly, Richard Hansen and colleagues (2002) 


argue that bajos in the Mirador 
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Basin were perennial marshes until the end of the Preclassic. These permanent 
bodies of water provided both reliable sources of water and a wide range of 
ecological resources, including fish, water fowl, and varied vegetation. 

The early ceramics from the Maya lowlands were well-developed techni- 
cally. Clearly, they did not represent independent inventions. Archaeologists 
have suspected that this technology and all that it implied organizationally 
were brought by early colonizers who migrated from elsewhere. Some of the 
Cunil vessels exhibit incised designs comparable to Olmec pottery, including 
so-called k’an crosses, flame eyebrows, and pointed motifs (Cheetham et al. 
2003: fig. 6). Garber and colleagues (2004) suggest that the closest similarities 
are found in Chotepe ceramics from Puerto Escondido, Honduras (Joyce and 
Henderson 2001). Andrews (1990) suggests that the Xe-Real ceramics were 
made by Mixe-Zoquean speakers who migrated from Chiapas. In addition, 
LeRoy Joesink-Mandeville (1970) has suggested that Nabanche ceramics in the 
northern lowlands are more closely related to the pottery of the Gulf Coast 
Olmec area than to the southern Maya lowlands, and that they were brought 
there by migrants. Most archaeologists, including Andrews (1986: 36), believe 
that there is little clear evidence for such migrations to the northern lowlands, 
however. Increasing evidence of preceramic occupation compels us to exam- 
ine the active roles of indigenous lowland populations, who were unlikely to 
have been passive interlocutors in this process. Cheetham (1998, 2005) has 
reevaluated early ceramics from the Maya lowlands, contending that schol- 
ars overemphasize interregional differences. Clark and Cheetham (2003) also 
emphasize that there are no clear antecedents of early Maya lowland ceramics 
in surrounding areas, and they speculate that the indigenous occupants of the 
Maya lowlands adopted new ceramic technologies from neighboring regions 
but also applied styles used on local containers made of perishable materials. 
These observations lead them to argue that the Maya lowlands had been occu- 
pied by the Maya since preceramic times and that the early ceramic complexes 
with prevalent red-slipped vessels developed directly into succeeding Mamom 
pottery. Again, such direct correlations between ceramic styles and ethnic iden- 
tities remain tentative. Many specialists of Preclassic Maya ceramics still regard 
Xe-Real pottery as quite distinct from other contemporaneous Maya ceram- 
ics. Overly dichotomized views between migrations and local adoptions are 
probably misleading. Diverse yet related trajectories of ceramic development 
in various parts of the Maya lowlands appear to reflect a complex interplay 
between internal processes and external influence. 


The Emergence of a Divided Society 


The introduction of pottery and sedentary villages to the Maya lowlands 
was quickly followed by the establishment of hereditary inequality. Jaime Awe 
(1992) and Cheetham (1998; Clark and Cheetham 2003) believe that hereditary 
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inequality was already present during the Cunil phase at Cahal Pech, Belize. 
They point out that Structure B-IV 10a-sub was placed on a high plastered 
floor and its walls were painted, whereas other buildings sat on lower platforms 
with earth floors. This large structure was also associated with a large amount 
of imported goods, such as jade, marine shells, and obsidian. Yet these data 
were obtained from small test excavations, and their interpretation continues to 
be debated. There is a possibility that the elaborate structure was a communal 
building or that the status of its occupants was acquired rather than inherited. 
Even so, Cahal Pech reflects the presence of leaders who were able to organize 
the labor and activities of village members. Such organization would have 
been a direct precursor to the hereditary inequality that followed soon after. 
Patricia McAnany and Sandra Lopez Verela (1999:155) report that during the 
early Chaakkax period at K’axob (800—600 BC), status differentiation, possibly 
gender based, was already notable, and one adult male burial contained more 
than two thousand shell beads. According to Norman Hammond (1999: $0; 
see also Wilk and Wilhite 1991), by 650 BC Cuello was a substantial com- 
munity with a population of five hundred, and differences in burial offerings 
may reflect emerging hereditary inequality (Hammond 1999). A jade from 
an early Middle Preclassic (late Bladen 650 BC) child burial resembles pieces 
from Chacsinkin, Yucatan (see the later section titled “Olmec Connections”: 
Andrews 1986, 1987). A similar ornament is also worn by a figure in the 
monument from San Antonio Suchitepequez (Shook and Heizer 1976). At 
Nakbe by 600 BC there already were differences in access to prestige goods 
and in sizes of residential structures (Hansen 1998). Cranial deformation and 
dental inlays were also present. Although these traits do not always signal high 
status (Krejci and Culbert 1995), they show the beginning of cultural traits 
that would continue to be used throughout pre- 
the human body as a field of social display. 

The Middle Preclassic occupants of Cahal Pech, Cuello, and Nakbe had 


access to interregional trade goods, such as Strombus shells from the Caribbe 
and jade from the Motagua River. At Cival, ne 
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(see section 
5”). Researchers have also recovered obsidian from 
the Guatemalan highlands in association with pre-Mamon ceramics At most 


sites, including Cahal Pech (Awe and Healy 1994) and Barton Ramie (Willey 
et al. 1965: 444-5), many of these obsidian artifacts were flakes although a 
small number of obsidian blades are reported from the central Pete 
region (Rice 1984), Cuello (McSwain et al. 1991b), and Ceibal (Aoyama 
2006). Obsidian blade technology first appeared at the beginning of the ae 
dle Preclassic in Chiapas, on the Guatemalan Pacific Coast, 


n lakes 


and in western 


Honduras (Aoyama 1999; Clark 1987; Jackson and Love 1991). The M 
lowlands caught up with this trend soon after. Clark (1987) 
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argues that blade 
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technology may have required some degree of coordination between quarry 
specialists at distant obsidian sources and blade producers, thus reflecting more 
complex political organization or at least long-distance contact (see Awe and 
Healy 1994; Jackson and Love 1991). Nonetheless, in the Old World, blades 
appear onwards from the Upper Paleolithic period without such organizational 
sophistication. 

Other artifacts provide equally significant evidence of social and cultural 
practices. Barkbeaters, a ridged and grooved stone for the production of paper, 
occur in early Middle Preclassic levels at Cuello (McSwain et al. 1991a: 189- 
go) and K’axob (McAnany and Lopez Verela 1999: 157) and in the late Middle 
Preclassic layer at Ceibal (Willey 1978: $5, 80). The Maya may have been 
making paper for books, but it is possible that the material was used for clothing, 
decoration, and absorptive, flammable offerings in ritual. Solid hand-molded 
figurines have been found in small number from the Swasey phase at Cuello 
(McSwain et al. 1991a) and from the Real-Xe phase at Ceiba] (Willey 1978: 9). 
These figurines were probably related to beliefs and rituals held at household 
and community levels, although their precise meaning eludes archaeologists. 

The emergence of new patterns of social relation and associated beliefs is 
particularly well reflected in architecture. The residents of Nakbe started to 
build two-to-three-meter high platforms and associated plazas towards the 
end of the early Middle Preclassic period (Clark et al. 2000). Some buildings 
contained thick stucco floors and stone block weighing roughly one hundred 
kilograms (Hansen 1998: 60). About the same time, a two-meter-high plat- 
form, Structure B1—sth, was built at the smaller site of Blackman Eddy in the 
Belize River Valley (Garber et al. 2004). At Ceibal, excavations in the platform 
in front of Structure A-24 revealed substantial constructions dating to the early 
Middle Preclassic period. With no less than fifteen episodes of expansion, this 
building measured at least five meters in height by the end of the Real-Xe 
phase. Interestingly, the structure was made of dense clay, with some floors 
consisting of gravels and what appears to be crushed limestone (Bachand et al. 
2005; Schwendener and Inomata 2006). This construction technique contrasts 
with the masonry buildings of the central lowlands and reflects, along with 
the associated Real-Xe ceramics, closer affinities to Chiapas and the southern 
Gulf Coast. These findings suggest that the initial development of monumen- 
tal construction was already underway in various parts of the Maya lowlands, 
although details varied considerably. 


CRYSTALLIZATION OF LOWLAND MAYA CULTURE 


Sharing Practices and Ideas across Regions 


The onset of the late Middle Preclassic period around 700 or 600 BC witnessed 
substantial social changes, marked by the broader sharing of cultural practices 
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across regions and the increasing institutionalization of social inequality and 
political centralization. A ceramic style called Mamom spread in much of the 
Maya lowlands (Fig. 3.4, Willey et al. 1967; Forsyth 1999). This tendency 
towards ceramic homogeneity culminated in the following Chicanel ceramic 
sphere. Mamom ceramics were significantly different from materials found 
in neighboring areas. In the Mamom sphere, red and orange ceramics with 
waxy slips were dominant, contrasting with the Greater Isthmian materials of 
black, white, and differentially fired wares. The ocherous and earthen tones of 
Mamom pottery may been both aesthetically and technologically motivated: 
Maya buildings tend also to have been slathered with red pigment, perhaps as 
a herbicide against fungus (Ray Matheny, personal communication, 1998), a 
colorant that muted surfaces in intense sunlight, and a tint associated by later 
Maya with blood, intensity, and greatness. The distinctive ceramic traditions 
in the Maya lowlands and in the Greater Isthmian region were maintained 
throughout the Preclassic period (Andrews 1986; Demarest 1989; Lowe 1978). 
The wide distribution of Mamom ceramics represents the emergence of a 
lowland Maya cultural sphere. 

The origin of Mamom pottery is still poorly understood, but its likely roots 
are found in the central to eastern lowlands, including the Mirador Basin 
and northern Belize, where the first manifestation of Mamom appears in the 
form of glossy to waxy slips. In the Belize Valley, represented by the Jenny 
Creek complex, Mamom-like slipped vessels were gradually accepted, but 
local types persisted as utilitarian wares (Ball and Taschek 2003). At Ceibal, 
however, the transition appears to have been more drastic. The matte slip of 
Real-Xe ceramics was quickly replaced by waxy-slipped types. In the northern 
lowlands, local Nabanche types seem to have coexisted with newly introduced 
Mamom ceramics (Ball and Taschek 2007). 

The trend towards ceramic homogeneity was paralleled by changes in archi- 
tecture. Investigations at Nakbe illustrate that, in the late Middle Preclassic 
period, residents created major platforms, pyramids up to eighteen meters 
high, and public plazas (Hansen 1998). Builders at Nakbe used even larger 
stone blocks of consistent size and form (up to a meter long and half a meter 
wide) than in early Middle Preclassic buildings (Hansen 1998: 71). Substantial 
Middle Preclassic buildings may also be present at El Mirador, covered by vast 
Late Preclassic constructions. Contemporaneous monumental structures were 
found in other areas of the southern lowlands, including Tikal, Uaxactun and 
Rio Azul, along with evidence of large-scale levelings and abrasions of sali 
limestone outcrops (Adams 1999: 40-1; Laporte and Valdés 1993). Recent 
investigations confirm that the northern lowlands Participated in this trend: at 
Yaxuna excavators detected a ten-meter-high building, and comparable con- 
structions were found at Komchen, Acanceh, Xocnaceh, and Poxila ( 


Andrews 
et al. 2008; Andrews 1990; Stanton and Ardren 2005), 
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Figure 3.4. Mamom ceramic vessels (Smith 1955, fig. 14, courtesy of the Middle 
American Research Institute, Tulane University). 


Masonry construction became a defining feature of lowland Maya architec- 
ture. Earlier and contemporaneous monumental constructions in the Greater 
Isthmian region, including those at La Venta, La Blanca, Takalik Abaj, and 
Kaminaljuyu, were primarily of earth, if sometimes covered by stone facings 
(Gonzalez 1996; Lowe 1962). At Ceibal the change in ceramics may have been 
paralleled by the introduction of masonry constructions, with plaster floors 
in its civic core (Bachand et al. 2005), but many buildings still contained a 
substantial amount of earth in their fills. In comparison to the rapid change 
in ceramic at this center, the shift in construction techniques was gradual. At 
Altar de Sacrificios, where limestone is not locally available, earthen buildings 
continued to be made (Willey 1973:27). Thus, the choice of building materials 
was partly affected by availability, partly by cultural decisions. 

Prominent forms of public architecture during this period were circular 
platforms and so-called “E-Group” complexes, first identified in Group E at 
Uaxactun, hence the name. At Uaxactun four circular platforms measuring 
thirty to forty centimeters in height and 5.5 to 5.8 meters in diameter were 
uncovered under the Group E plaza (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). At Cahal 
Pech excavators found four circular platforms up to two to three meters in 
height and nine-and-a-half meters in diameter. Aimers et al. (2000) observe that 
these were open-air platforms without superstructure and that ample spaces 
e reserved around them. This suggests that such configurations served 
public performance, at which time members of the community 
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aggregated. Aimers et al. (2000) argue that these rituals were tied to ancestor 
veneration, but it is uncertain whether these buildings were originally intended 
for mortuary deposits. Excavations at Ceibal revealed a circular structure and 
a rectangular platform built next to each other on a large platform, suggesting 
that circular buildings might have been used for diverse purposes. After the 
Preclassic period, circular platforms seem to have become less important, 
although their presence is known, if spotty, at a number of sites. At Uaxactun 
the circular platforms were later covered by an E-Group plaza. 

The E-Group complex consisted of a pyramidal building on the western 
side and an elongated platform on a north-south axis to the east. This building 
arrangement continued into the Classic period, although later versions often 
included three temple structures on the eastern platform (Blom 1924; Ruppert 
1940: 222). It was suggested that the complex at Uaxactun was oriented to the 
sun on the solstices and equinox, but Aveni and Hartung (19809: 451-5) have 
shown that most E-Group complexes at other Maya sites do not exhibit exact 
solar alignments. The function and symbolism of E-Group complexes are still 
being discussed, probably not in ways that can ever be resolved (Aimers and 
Rice 2006). Indeed, it may be a mistake to view them as proto-observatories or 
as concerned with anything other than general solar orientation. Karl Taube 
has shown that the iconography of the central pyramid in the example at 
Uaxactun seems connected with feathered serpents, the course of wind or 
rain from the east, and cosmic mountains, and other such pyramids m 
related but still distinct iconography (Saturno et al. 2005: fig. 17b). 

As for dating, an E-Group complex identified by Laporte and Fialko 
(Laporte and Fialko 1995: 46-7) in the Mundo Perdido complex at Tikal 
may be the earliest known example in the Maya lowlands (Fig. 3.5). Durin 
the late Eb or early Tzec phase (ca. 700 BC), the first version of this group 
consisted of a three-meter-high western pyramid (SC~54-1) anda forty-two- 
meter-long eastern platform (sD-84/88—2). E~Group complexes at Nakbe and 
Wakna in the Mirador Basin may be roughly contemporaneous or slightly later 
(Hansen 1998: 66). These E-Group assemblages represent the first, uniform 
monumental compounds in the Maya lowlands and, very loosely, may reflect 
a new ideology related to hierarchical social order (Hansen 1998; Laporte and 
Fialko 1995). Although the lack of any real understanding of the 
ing and function makes it difficult to evaluate them further, the 
remains that they reproduced and remade the features of a natural 
channeling particular rituals that spread cult-fashion across the May 
and perhaps incorporating monumental plans from non~Mayan areas to the 
west (see the section titled Olmec Connections). Nonetheless, the concentra- 
tion of E-Group complexes in central Peten may not simply refle 
bias but express precocious social development in the region, 
Late Preclassic period, E-Group complexes showed 


ay have 


8 


ir mean- 
probability 
landscape, 
a lowlands 


ct sampling 
During the 
a broader distribution, 


Beginnings 


Figure 3.5. E-Group complex at Tikal dating to ca. 700 BC (Laporte and Fialko 1995, 
fig. 7). 


including northern Yucatan, but still with a relatively well-defined clustering 
in the area from central Peten to southwestern Belize (Chase and Chase 1995: 
fig. $5; Hansen 1998: 68, tab. 2). Chase and Chase (1995) argue that, at these 
centers, E-Group complexes were the central foci of site planning and social 
organization. 

Replication of E-Group assemblages in broad areas indicates the presence 
of centralized decision making in each community, sufficient to adopt such 
ceremonial templates and to mobilize the necessary labor to express those 
designs in concrete form. This labor may have been organized not so much 
through brash commands as by volunteer work parties compensated by feasts 
and fulfilled by feelings of civic commitment (see Dietler and Herbich 2001). 
Although E-Group complexes and associated rituals may originally have been 
of a communal nature, to which no specific groups or individuals lay exclusive 
claim, the buildings probably continued to evoke the prestige and recognition 
of those who organized their construction. 

Clark and Hansen (2001) propose that large platforms associated with E- 
Group assemblages served as residential complexes for emerging elites. Groups 
18 and 66 at Nakbe, for examples, are square platforms measuring about eighty 
by eighty meters, with several rectangular buildings on top. Although Clark 
and Hansen suggest that they were occupied by elites during the late Middle 
Preclassic period, the hypothesis has yet to be tested by extensive excavation. 
The A-24 platform at Ceibal also supported multiple structures, probably since 
the early Middle Preclassic. The excavated structures were linked to dense 
deposits of ceramics, carbon, and animal bones, perhaps the result of domestic 
activities. Alternatively, the buildings could have served as communal settings 
for feasting and other gatherings. A small number of greenstone ornaments 
found near a late Middle Preclassic structure on this platform may distinguish its 
residents from other community members, but other artifacts are of common 
type. The residents’ privileged status, if any, appears to have been expressed 


mainly through the central location of the dwellings rather than through an 


inventory of rich possessions. 
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Interestingly, buildings on the A-24 platform at Ceibal were covered by 
construction fill at the end of the Mamom corresponding phase. At this time 
the complex was apparently converted into an open, wide platform. Con- 
struction of Structure A-24 on the western side of the platform might have 
started then, too. The building later grew into the largest temple pyramid at 
Ceibal. Similar processes seem to have happened at other centers, though at 
different times. At K’axob, the oldest residential group at the center of the 
community was covered by an open platform associated with a temple during 
the late part of the Late Preclassic period (McAnany and Lépez Varela 1999; 
McAnany 2004). A comparable transformation took place in Platform 34 of 
Cuello at the beginning of the Late Preclassic (Hammond 1991). McAnany 
(1995) has argued that the lineages of the earliest settlers enjoyed higher sta- 
tus than other community members and that they eventually became ruling 
elites, at least at some centers. The construction of temple-plaza complexes 
over residential groups may signify that the domestic rituals and places tied to 
such groups were elevated to communal significance, leading to the centrality 
of dynastic ancestor worship in public ceremonies and spaces of the Classic 
period. 

Despite tantalizing signs of greater social division and political centralization, 
there is only equivocal evidence of rulership during the Middle Preclassic 
period. The contemporaries of the southern Gulf Coast and the Pacific Coast, 
as well as later Maya, expressed their notions of rulership in stone monuments. 
Hansen (Clark et al. 2000) argues that large stone sculptures weighing up to 
eight tons were erected at centers in the Mirador Basin during the late Middle 
Preclassic period. At Nakbe, Altar 4, measuring 1.8 meters in diameter, was 
placed at the base of a platform. Hansen indicates that Nakbe Stela 1, with 
its elaborate carving of two standing figures, was originally paired with this 
altar and was reset during the Late Classic period (Hansen 1992b). However, 
the dating of these monuments, particularly that of Nakbe Stela 1, remains 
controversial. It is just as unclear whether these monuments were tied to 
the kinds of rulership attested in later periods. As emphasized in the section 
“Mountain Builders of the Rainforest,” Stela 1 is sure to depict deities. not 
kings. 

Hansen (1994; Clark et al. 2000: 464; Clark and Hansen 2001) notes that 
one figurine from this period depicts a three-pronged Jester God image, or a 
symbol of kingship, although this identification is tenuous. He adds chat the 
mat motif, a symbol of rulership in later periods, had made an appearance on 
ceramics at Nakbe (Clark and Hansen 2001). Mat motifs are also known from 
a smaller center of Cuello (Hammond 1999: 58). Still conspicuously absent 
or nearly absent, are royal tombs. Although the number of excavated burak 
of this period is generally small, the paucity of known tombs may reflect 
the reality of mortuary practice. A potential exception is the burial 
excavated at San Bartolo, containing several ceramic vessels and gr 


recently 
eenstone 


Beginnings 


Figure 3.6. Cruciform cache found at Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006: fig. 3, courtesy of 
Francisco Estrada-Belli). 


ornaments (Saturno 2006). The date of this interment, however, needs further 


study. 


Olinec Connections 


Did a new, emerging social order develop locally or under influence of for- 
eign groups? Unlike surrounding areas, the Maya lowlands show few Olmec 
traits. During the early Middle Preclassic, Olmec-style stone monuments were 
absent, although a relatively small number of portable objects with Olmec 
motifs passed down into later periods, presumably through the Maya of this 
time. Incised motifs on Cunil pottery may reflect Olmec iconography, but the 
following Mamom ceramics exhibit few signs of foreign influence. The most 
notable evidence of Olmec influence is seen in cruciform caches at Ceibal, 
with greenstone celts and Real-Xe ceramics (Willey 1978: figs. 90, 91, 104, 
105; Smith 1982: 118, 243, figs. 188, 189), and at Cival towards the end of 
its Cunil-like phase, both in association of E-Group assemblages (Fig. 3.6; 
Estrada-Belli 2006; Michael Callaghan, personal communication, 2008). Simi- 
lar caches have been found at La Venta (Drucker 1952: figs. 10b, pl. 8; Drucker 
et al. 1959: fig. 51), at San Isidro, Chiapas (Lowe 1981), and most recently at 
Chiapa de Corzo (Bachand et al. 2008). The specific arrangement of the cache 
indicates that the early Middle Preclassic occupants of Ceibal and Cival shared 
certain religious beliefs with those of the Chiapas highlands and southern Gulf 


Coast. 
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In the northern lowlands, a cache of seventeen Olmec-style jade pieces 
was found at Chacsinkin, Yucatan (Fig. 3.7). Although they were placed in a 
Late Classic structure, Andrews (1986) believes them to be imported from the 
Olmec heartland during the late Middle Preclassic period. He further argues 
that most of the red pottery at La Venta, 2 percent of the entire collection, 
is essentially the Maya Joventud Red with a rim shape characteristic of the 
northern Maya lowlands. These data suggest to Andrews, plausibly so, that 
there were direct contacts between the Olmec heartland and the northern 
Maya lowlands. 

In terms of architecture, the E-Group complex has generally been con- 
sidered characteristic of the Maya lowlands (Stanton and Freidel 2003; Valdés 
1995). Clark (Clark and Hansen 2001; Clark et al. 2000), following Gareth 
Lowe (1989) and Andrew McDonald (1983), however, points out that the 
E-Group complex was a primary component of site planning at La Venta 
and centers in the Chiapas highlands, including Vistahermosa, Mirador (not 
to be confused with El Mirador in the central Maya lowlands), San Isidro, 
Ocozocoautla, Chiapa de Corzo, Finca Acapulco, and La Libertad (Lowe 
1989). Tzutzuculi on the Chiapas Pacific Coast and Kaminaljuyu in the Maya 
highlands also had E-Group assemblages, the latter consisting of a western 
pyramid and three mounds placed linearly on the eastern side instead of on 
a long platform (Murdy 1990: 355—6; Valdés 1995: 74). According to Clark, 
this architectural formation was invented by the Gulf Coast Olmec and then 
spread to the east. He argues that Chiapas centers copied the overall plan of 
the La Venta site core, consisting of pyramids, plazas, a royal acropolis, and an 
E-Group complex, all arranged along a north-south axis. This pattern differs 


strongly from site-planning designs at lowland Maya centers, which tend to 
follow east-west directionality. Although Orientation and c 


. . ei omposition need 
chronological evaluation at each site, it seems unlikely that the occupants of 
the southern Gulf Coast and Chiapas borrowed a lowland Maya clenieneaid 
incorporated it into a highly standardized overall] layout. A more credible sce- 
nario is that the lowland Maya selectively adopted an element of the Gulf 
Coast-Chiapas site plan. 

The layout of the Preclassic core area of Ceibal is su 
of plazas and large platforms around a possible E-G 
north-south axis is remarkably similar to centers in highland Ch; The 
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Figure 3.7. Jade offerings from Chacsinkin, Yucatan (Andrews V 1986, fig. 1, courtesy 
of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University). 


at La Libertad in Chiapas revealed multiple structures on top of them, asso- 
ciated with middens and subfloor burials, all pointing to functions similar 
to the example at Ceibal (Agrinier 2000; Clark 1988). Similarities between 
Chiapas and Ceibal contrast with more diverse spatial arrangements in the 
central Maya lowlands. Although a cruciform cache was found in the E- 
Group plaza of Cival, extensive excavations in E-Group complexes at Tikal 
and Uaxactual failed to detect comparable deposits. Ritual practices in the 
central lowlands may have been more variable. 

Just as telling is the substantial construction of plaza areas at Ceibal during the 
Preclassic period, with fills measuring two to four meters in thickness. Similar 
raised plazas are found at La Venta and in Chiapas, but excavations at most low- 
land Maya sites, including Nakbe, Tikal, and Uaxactun, found relatively thin 
plaza fills of the Preclassic period. Precise data are not available, but the fill vol- 
umes of plazas at La Venta, the Chiapas centers, and Ceibal may surpass the mass 
of coeval pyramids. Heavy investments of labor in plazas happened not simply 
because of the local topography or longer occupation history. The plazas were 
crucial constructions, furnished with extravagant cache deposits, epitomized by 
the so-called “Massive Offerings” at La Venta with up to fifty tons of serpentine 
blocks (Drucker et al. 1959). The sequence of constructions, cache deposits, 
and ritual performances probably made the plazas ideologically charged loci, 
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with strong conceptual links to the Gulf Coast and Chiapas; by contrast, the 
central Maya lowlands primarily emphasized built forms visible on the surface. 
These observations hint at the importance of western inspiration, as well as a 
process of selective adoption by the predecessors of the Classic Maya. 

In the Middle Preclassic Chiapas highlands, evidence of marked social 
inequality in residences and burials is weak, and large stone monuments are 
scarce. Stelae and other monumental sculptures apparently depicting rulers are 
mainly found on the Gulf Coast and the Pacific Coast during this time, includ- 
although with a notable exception of Xoc in eastern Chiapas (Ekholm-Miller 
1973). If central ideas for some Maya architecture and ritual derived from the 
Chiapas highlands, the lack of overt expression of political power in the forms 
of tombs and monuments in the Maya lowlands may relate to similar practices 
among neighbors to the west. 

Despite indications of interaction, there is no clear evidence that the Gulf 
Coast Olmec migrated into or controlled the Maya lowlands. The common 
material culture of the lowland Maya remained distinct from surrounding 
regions. The process was more likely a complex interplay of local invention 
variable adoption of foreign elements, and inspiration through direct and ade 
rect contact. As social inequality developed, emergent Maya elites might have 
borrowed well-entrenched elements of rulership of the southern Gulf Coast. 
However, it is important to avoid confusion here: descent does not imply 
equivalence, and notions of why one person, a ruler, would dominate others 
probably shifted in countless, subtle ways, just as Carolingian kingship drew 
on, yet differed profoundly from, the Roman notion of rulership. 


LATE PRECLASSIC APOGEE 


Mountain Builders of the Rainforest 


In accord with trends in Mamom pottery, the even more homogeneous 
Chicanel ceramic sphere spread in a broader area of the Maya lowlands during 
the Late Preclassic period, probably from about 300 BC on (Forsyth 1999). At 
many sites where there was a weak Mamom presence, or none at all, evidence 
of strong Chicanel occupations is found, indicating that overall population 
had grown significantly. There is a direct continuity from Mamom ceramics 
to Chicanel materials. Like their predecessors, Chicanel ceramics were char- 
acterized by red-slipped monochrome vessels (Fig. 3.8). Homogeneity was 
both spatial and social. There were no clear differences between ceramics in 
probable elite residences and those in ordinary households (Clark and Hansen 
2001). 

During this time, mammoth structures were built at centers in the Mirador 
Basin. Among them, El Mirador was particularly impressive. During the latter 
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Figure 3.8. Chicanel ceramic vessels (Smith 1955, fig. 16, courtesy of the Middle 
American Research Institute, Tulane University). 


part of the Late Preclassic period, the Danta pyramid was seventy-two meters 
high from the bottom of the basal platform (Matheny 1986: 20), and the 
Tigre pyramid in the western part of the center measured fifty-five meters 
in height (Hansen 1990). Even more remarkable is the construction mass 
of these buildings. Later Classic-period pyramids tend to be slim and tall, 
reaching impressive heights over a relatively small base. Preclassic constructions 
far exceed any Classic-period pyramid in construction mass and thus the labor 
invested in construction (Fig. 3.9). The base of the Danta complex covered 
an area of five hundred by three hundred and fifty meters. These gigantic 
edifices were literally human-made sacred mountains, of a scale unlike most 
sites in the Maya region. Conspicuous investment of labor also manifested 
itself in details of the buildings. The Preclassic builders used large stone blocks 
on the exteriors, which were placed with their longer axis penetrating into 
the core of the structure. The intent may have been to enhance stability in 
such massive constructions or to underscore their dominance over recalcitrant 
materials (the local limestone is quite hard), along with a need to project 
their truly prodigious control over labor. Classic buildings usually employed 
much smaller blocks with their longer axis along the surface, thus forming thin 
veneers, in a general aesthetic or building strategy that emphasized superficial 
grandeur over solidity of construction. In addition, Preclassic buildings exhibit 
generous use of stucco. Some stucco floors were twelve centimeters deep, 
thicker than floors of any other periods. This implies a vast amount of wood 
for the preparation of stucco since intense heat is needed to produce lime from 
carbonate rock (Hansen et al. 1997). 

Smaller yet similar monumental structures were built at other lowland Maya 
centers during this period. At Tikal, Structure 5C-54, the western pyramid of 
the E-Group complex, grew in size and reached eighteen meters in height and 
sixty meters in width at its base between 200 and 1 BC (Laporte and Fialko 
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Figure 3.9. Tigre Pyramid, El Mirador (Hansen 1990, ii, drawing by T.W. Rutledge). 


1995: 50). The North Acropolis was also built up substantially (Coe 1990). 
At Lamanai, Structure N10—43 was transformed from a modest residential 
construction to a pyramid thirty-three meters high (Pendergast 1981: 39-42). 
At Cerros, a small farming village grew into an important center and the 
residents built a temple, Structure 5C-2nd (Freidel 1986). 

A characteristic architectural arrangement started around 300 BC was the 
so-called “triadic complex” (Hansen 1990, 1992a, 1998). It consisted of a 
primary structure flanked by two smaller buildings facing each other on a 
pyramid or platform. The triadic arrangement became the primary feature of 
monumental compounds, surpassing the importance of E-Group complexes. 
Triadic groups occupied the summit of many major architectural complexes 
at El Mirador and Nakbe. This pattern was also found at Tikal (Coe 1990), 
Uaxactun (Valdés 1992, 1995), Lamanai (Pendergast 1981), Cerros (Freidel 
1986), and Dzibilchaltun (Andrews 1965). The triadic pattern continued to be 
used during the Classic period, if not clearly with the same meaning. 

Along with the triadic complex, architectural sculptures became common. 
They usually consist of enormous stucco masks of deities that flank the primary 
stairway of structures. Although some architectural sculptures are known from 
Middle Preclassic sites in other areas of Mesoamerica, lowland Maya archi- 
tectural art was essentially a local development. A mask decorating Structure 
Bi—4th of Blackman Eddy may be as early as the end of the Middle Preclassic 
period (Garber et al. 2004). At Calakmul, excavations directed by Ramón Car- 
rasco Vargas (2005) detected the eight-meter-high Substructure II-c covered by 
massive Preclassic construction. The building, possibly dating between 400 and 


Beginnings 


Figure 3.10. Stucco mask found at Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006: fig. 6, courtesy of 
Francisco Estrada-Belli). 


200 BC — to be sure, the dating is debatable — was adorned with elaborate facade 
sculptures depicting Chahk, the Rain God, in horizontal position flanked by 
supernatural birds. Somewhat later architectural sculptures have been found at 
El Mirador (Hansen 1990, 1992a), Nakbe (Hansen 1992b), Tikal (Coe 1990), 
Uaxactun (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937; Valdés 1992, 1995), Cerros (Freidel 
1986), and Lamanai (Pendergast 1981). In Group H at Uaxactun, excavated by 
Juan Antonio Valdés (1992, 1995), stucco masks decorated the basal platform, 
whereas a vaulted structure atop it was adorned with sculptures of horizontal 
figures similar to that of Calakmul. Recent excavations into the triadic group 
at Cival by Francisco Estrada-Belli revealed well-preserved masks from around 
200 BC (Fig. 3.10). At Nakbe, Hansen (1998: 82) believes that the base of 
Structure 1 was adorned with masks of the Principal Bird Deity, the Preclassic 
version of Wukub Kaqix described in Popol Vuh. The meaning of these deity 
masks is, however, unclear, and the possibility remains that some represent 
mythological locales or royal names (David Stuart, personal communication, 
1999). 

Iconographic themes that are more confidently tied to rulership become 
apparent during this period. The carved monuments of El Mirador and Nakbe, 
mentioned above, would date to this time, if not earlier. Nakbe Stela 1 depicts 
two figures in elaborate attire, but there are, unfortunately, no glyphic texts. 
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These figures are probably not the 
“Hero Twins” identified by the exca- 
vator but still likely represent deities. 
Although the sculpture may not depict 
a historical scene, it indicates that elab- 
orate ceremonial attire comparable to 
that of Classic times was already in use. 
The costumes were loaded with symbols 
tied to the ideology of rulership, and 
the facial features of the figures resem- 
ble those of Olmec imagery. A likely 
depiction of a ruler is Cival Stela 2, 
recently unearthed near the cruciform 
cache (Fig. 3.11). Although its top part 
is missing, the remaining portion shows 
a striding figure with a bird-head pec- 
toral with three hanging plaques similar 
to those worn by rulers on monuments 
at Kaminaljuyu, Takalik Abaj, and La 
Mojarra (Estrada-Belli 2006). The small 
Stela 18 from El Mirador displays a 
format that becomes standard by Early 
Classic times. It shows 4 ruler, much 
TE A Cival, the Late Preclassic nae or in a canang that may never 
period (Estrada-Belli 2006: fig. 8, courtesy of have been finished, facing the viewer; an 
Francisco Estrada Belli), ancestor wreathed in clouds looks down 
on his descendant (Fig. 3.12; McAnany 
1998: fig. 5). Even at the small center of Cuello, a supposed stela, though 

without glyphs, was erected around AD 100 (Hammond 1982a, 1999). 
Among the most spectacular recent finds are the murals at San Bartolo 
in northeastern Peten. At this medium-sized center, excavations into the Las 
Pinturas structure by William Saturno revealed exquisite paintings on the 
north and west walls of a small chamber attached to the back of a pyramid, 
with carbon dates pointing to a temporal frame of 200 to 100 BC (Saturno 
et al. 2006b). The north wall shows a Preclassic version of the Maize God 
with Olmec-like features, standing in front oF what Karl Taube calls “Flower 
Mountain,” a paradisical, primeval place (Fig. 3.13). On the west walls were 
scenes of animal sacrifices with one of the Hero Twins, which colonial-period 
K’ichee’ called Hunahpu, engaged in bloodletting. Also depicted are the Prin- 
cipal Bird Deity perched on the world tree and the Maize God dancing in 
the underworld. These mythological narratives are surprisingly consistent with 
those of Popol Vuh and even with the Postclassic Dresden codex. A theme of 


Beginnings 


historical importance is a coronation 
scene, in which a possible ruler seated 
on a wooden scaffold receives a crown 
from another figure (Fig. 3.14). The 
scene is reminiscent of the scaffold 
scenes of Classic-period stelae at Piedras 
Negras and may suggest that the notion 
and institution of rulership were in 
place, set in the mythological charter 
in a manner comparable to the better- 
known examples from the Classic pe- 
riod. Against this is the overridingly 
mythic nature of imagery in the murals, 
which do not clearly specify any histor- 
ical content. Preclassic murals were also 
found in Structure 5D-Sub-10-1st be- 
neath the North Acropolis of Tikal, but 
less is understood of their meaning. 
Such representations were accompa- 
nied by early hieroglyphic texts. Glyphs 
painted on the San Bartolo murals possi- 
bly narrate the painted scenes and name 
the figures. In an even deeper level 
of the Las Pinturas building, excavators 


discovered a text painted on a wall frag- Figure 3.12. Stela 18 of El Mirador, the Late 
Preclassic period (drawing by Stephen Houston). 


ment, with carbon dates pointing to 300 
to 200 BC (Saturno et al. 2006a). One 
glyph may be the sign of ajaw, hinting, if read correctly, that the concept of 
rulership was already present at the beginning of the late Middle Preclassic. 
At El Mirador, Stela 2 was carved with Preclassic iconographic motifs and 
glyphs (Hansen 1991). Hansen suggests that some other monuments from 
the Mirador Basin carried glyphs that were later erased. A relatively rich late 
Middle Preclassic burial recently discovered at Ceibal contained a worked 
shell with residues of red pigment, its shape reminiscent of ink pots used by 
Classic-period scribes. Although the exact function of this object is not 
clear, it is tempting to tie it to the emerging practice of painting and 
writing. 

Although stelae with inscriptions are still rare, precursors of Classic art and 
writing can be seen in some portable objects, mostly dating towards the end of 
the Late Preclassic. A remarkable example is the greenstone pectoral at Dumb- 
arton Oaks, depicting an Olmec deity (Schele and Miller 1986: pl. 31). On the 
back of this object, the Late Preclassic lowland Maya carved a figure of a ruler 
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Figure 3.13. Maize God depicted on the north wall of the Las Pinturas structure 
San Bartolo (painting by Heather Hurst, courtesy of William Saturno, San Bartolo 
Archaeological Project). 


wearing a Jester-God headband. The accompanying hieroglyphic text possibly 
records the accession of the ruler. Hieroglyphs are also found on a carved bone 
from Kichpanha, Belize, and jade earflare from Pomona, Belize (Schele and 
Miller 1986: pl. 9). A relief sculpture in Loltun Cave, Yucatan, depicts a ruler 
wearing a Jester-God headdress and a hieroglyphic text. When they appear, 
such texts tend to have minimal suffixation, offer lists of head signs, display 
glyph blocks whose outlines equate to single glyphs, and generally display a 
pronounced degree of variety and an uncertain degree of sign codification 
(Houston 2000: table 1). The inscriptions are almost completely unreadable, 
excepting a very few signs. Monumentalism in these texts is nearly absent, as 
at El Mirador, where the few surviving signs are so tiny as to be visible only 
at close range. The same pattern holds at San Bartolo. 

Given these iconographic and glyphic data, it is puzzling that elite tombs are 
nearly absent in the Maya lowlands during the early Late Preclassic period or 
earlier, with the notable exception of the San Bartolo burial mentioned above. 
Earlier and contemporaneous rich elite tombs have been reported from nearby 
areas in the Gulf Coast region, the Guatemalan highlands, and Honduras. The 
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Figure 3.14. The coronation scene depicted on the west wall of the Las Pinturas 
structure, San Bartolo (painting by Heather Hurst, courtesy of William Saturno, San 
Bartolo Archaeological Project). 


absence of formally excavated elite burials from the Mirador Basin is especially 
noteworthy and perplexing. Extensive excavations and looter’s trenches into 
triadic groups at El Mirador and Nakbe failed to reveal tombs, intimating 
that these buildings may not have functioned as mortuary temples (Hansen 
1998: 89), although, to be sure, the mass of these structures makes it almost 
impossible to do a complete probe of their interiors. Looters’ trenches into a 
triadic building at Wakna, Structure 3 did, however, expose a series of possible 
elite tombs with Chicanel ceramics and reportedly a large amount of jade, 
if looters’ accounts are to be trusted (Hansen 1998: 90-2). Excavations into 
most parts of the Preclassic layers in the Mundo Perdido complex at Tikal 
only revealed burials with unimpressive offerings. A small number of richer 
interments began to appear in the latter half of the Late Preclassic, and the 
earliest elite burial in the Mundo Perdido complex dates to the Cimi phase (AD 
1-250, Laporte and Fialko 1995: 52-3). Contemporaneous tombs were also 
uncovered in the North Acropolis of Tikal (W. Coe 1990; Krejci and Culbert 
1995). Importantly, those early tombs at Tikal were placed under small shrines 
or in front of buildings, not necessarily along the central axes of ceremonial 
complexes. Burial 85 in the North Acropolis is among the first examples that 
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established the strong preference of the central lines for elite interments that 
persisted through the following periods. The vaulted chamber of this tomb 
contained a body in a seated position accompanied by a greenstone mask with 
a three-pronged crown. 

During the Late Preclassic period, causeways running across bajos connected 
El Mirador and other centers in the basin (Hansen 1998: 75). The earliest 
causeway may have been constructed during the late Middle Preclassic (Dixon 
et al. 1994; Hansen 1998: 75), although Arlen Chase and Diane Chase (1995) 
doubt these early dates. Causeways were also built at other Late Preclassic 
sites, including Komchen in Yucatan and Cerros. Those in the Mirador Basin 
probably facilitated communication and political integration between cen- 
ters. Scarborough (1991: 150) suggests that a causeway at Cerros may also 
have served as a dike wall for reservoirs. Ringle (1999: 207) correctly empha- 
sizes their performative aspects, pointing out that the causeway of Komchen 
connected two large structures. One of them, Structure 25O1, was fronted 
by a broad low terrace, which probably served as a stage for public perfor- 
mance. The causeway connected with this space may have emphasized linear, 
“correct” movement (see Chapters 2 and §) and choreographed processions 
that were conceived as sacral acts with beginning and terminal points. Ringle 
also notes that a causeway of Cerros led to a ballcourt, a ritual space perhaps 
related to the later myth of the Hero Twins who defeated the underworld 
gods. Ballcourts from later periods were commonly associated with causeways, 
a feature that also points to the ritual and performative functions of causeways 
or at least to their central position in Maya cities. 


Transformation and Continuity in Domestic Life 


At El Mirador, ordinary residential structures were built around Patios, a pat- 
tern resembling that of the Classic period (Demarest et al. 1984). This may 
reflect social organization at the domestic level in patterns prefiguring those of 
the Classic period. Although these domestic groups were integrated into larger 
communities, they may have developed stronger characteristics as corporate 
groups that coalesced with clearer delimitations of rights, properties, and mem- 
bership. Despite a certain level of standardization in spatial arrangements, res- 
idential groups also emphasized differences among them all the more strongly 
through the elaboration of domestic buildings (Hendon 1999). At many sites 

small Middle Preclassic domestic buildings made of perishable Materials on ike 
ground level were partially replaced with more permanent, raised platforms 
during the Late Preclassic. Conceptually, this must have exerted an impact on 
local perceptions of rootedness and long-term heritage from preceding gener- 
ations. At Ceibal, Cerros, and Komchen, large platforms supported multiple 
buildings (Hendon 1999: 106; Ringle 1999: 190). Such platforms doubtless 
coincided with perceived demarcations of shared space along with practical 
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commitments to enhanced drainage and the creation of drier living spaces in 
a land of seasonal downpours. 

A signal change involved the drastic decline in the use of figurines at most 
communities (Clark et al. 2000: 469; Ringle 1999: 193). Figurines dating to 
the Middle Preclassic period are commonly found associated with domes- 
tic remains and are believed to have been used in domestic ritual activities. 
The disappearance of figurines, then, hints at notable changes in domestic 
ritual activities and beliefs. During the Middle Preclassic period, evidence 
of centralized ritual activities was limited at most sites, although their emer- 
gent forms can be seen in the early construction of E-Group complexes and 
other public buildings. The changes in domestic rituals were possibly related 
to the establishment of a new ideological framework centered around divine 
rulership and with an emphasis on its connection to the supernatural world. 
Ringle (1999: 195) notes that, along with the disappearance of figurines, local 
or minor temples became common. These small pyramidal structures were 
often associated with domestic residential groups and were widely distributed 
in centers and their peripheries (Tourtellot 1988b; Wilk and Wilhite 1991: 
127). Minor temples may have been dedicated to religious beliefs comparable 
to those represented by larger pyramids at the core of each center. This may 
signify that social and religious orders at local and domestic levels mirrored 
the organization of the larger polity (Ringle 1999: 196). Local and domestic 
groups were likely to have been internally differentiated in terms of authority 
and power. Like those of the ruler, the reach and authority of local leaders may 
have been ideologically sanctioned, particularly through ancestor veneration 
(McAnany 1995; McAnany et al. 1999). 

Much like those of the Middle Preclassic, domestic groups continued to 
serve as primary foci of economic production. Domestic middens contain 
numerous materials related to the working of shell and bone objects and lithic 
tools (Hendon 1999). In other words, productive activities were dispersed over 
wide residential areas, and there is no clear evidence of centrally controlled 
production facilities. Community-level specialization occurred when there was 
a concentration of valued raw materials or unique conditions, including the 
high-quality chert at Colha, Belize, and salt production at Komchen (Hester 
1985). Even in these cases, production activities appear to have been closely 
associated with other aspects of domestic lives. The elites who established 
and guided new social orders do not seem to have controlled daily economic 
activities of the masses to any consequential degree. For a large part of the 
population, agricultural activities continued to be their economic basis, and 
these people appear to have remained economically autonomous and essen- 
tially self-sufficient. This also means that the economic foundation of large 
Late Preclassic centers rested on local agricultural production rather than the 
centrally administrated manufacturing industries or the control of trade in 
large quantities. Yet, this does not imply that the elite neglected economic 
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activities. At Nakbe, Preclassic occupants carried soils from bajos to terraces in 
elevated terrains so as to make viable agricultural fields (Martinez et al. 1999). 
Such intensive cultivation may have been conducted under the supervision 
of the elite. At Edzna, in Campeche, Ray Matheny and colleagues (1983) 
documented an extensive system of canals dating to the Late Preclassic period, 
which may have been capable of irrigating four hundred and fifty hectares 
of agricultural lands. Its enormous scale, as well as the fact that canals were 
connected to circular moat-like features surrounding the central portion of 
the site, suggests that this hydraulic system reflected initiatives on the part of 
the elite, much like sakbih or causeways but in watery form. 


Violence and Conflict 


Conflicts between centers and violence within political units are likely to have 
been integral parts of Late Preclassic life. The central precinct of E] Mirador 
may have been defended by stone walls (unpublished sculptures on display at 
the site show war captives), and the circular moat-like feature at Edzna probably 
served a defensive purpose. In addition, the center of Cerros is surrounded 
by a moat, and defense may have been one of its functions. Webster (1976) 
demonstrated that large walls and ditches that surrounded the central part of 
Becan were defensive and likely constructed during the Late Preclassic period. 
Such defensive features were even more prominent during the Late Preclassic 
period than during most of the Classic period. Although abundant epigraphic 
and iconographic evidence attests that the Classic Maya frequently engaged in 
war, fortifications remained rare until the end of the Late Classic. The presence 
of substantial defensive features during the Late Preclassic period underscores 
its nature as a time of intense conflict. 

New elites may also have practiced ritualistic forms of violence. Among the 
lowland Maya, as well as other peoples of Mesoamerica, human sacrifice was 
an important element related to the supernatural sanction of elite authority and 
to the exercise and demonstration of dominion. Although direct evidence 1S 
limited, the practice of human sacrifice most likely started during the Preclassic 
period. A decapitated skeleton found in a late Middle Preclassic burial at 
Cuello may represent human sacrifice, although the possibility of ancestor 
veneration remains a possibility. During the Late Preclassic period at Cuello 
roughly thirty-two individuals were placed over an earlier Patio group in à 
mass sacrificial burial at the time of construction of Platform 34. Another mass 
burial with twelve individuals was created slightly later (Robin and Hammond 
1991). Bound captives are also attested as modeled stucco figures from Rio 
Azul, from the very end of the Preclassic period. Genitalia exposed, hair matted 
and disheveled, hands bound, the captives are on bent knee (Adams 1999: 
fig. 3—33) in a thematic presentation that is relatively common in objects from 
the Late Preclassic-Early Classic transition (Ichon and Arnauld 1985: fig 10) 
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Name glyphs atop ornaments lashed to their backs probably record their names, 
although, regrettably, the published drawings are poor and indistinct. There is 
a tendency for such captives to come in pairs, either on incised shells, disks, 
or in stone, as on Kaminaljuyu Monument 65. The meaning of this pairing is 
obscure. 

The emerging lowland Maya elite may have emulated the practices of their 
neighbors. The Gulf Coast Olmec likely started the practice of human sacrifice 
during the Early Preclassic. At the ceremonial site of El Manatí near San 
Lorenzo, Ponciano Ortiz and Carmen Rodriguez (2000) found remains of 
human infants. During the Middle Preclassic, child burials associated with 
a throne at Chalcatzingo, Morelos, probably result from sacrifice (W. Fash 
1987; see also Grove 1981: 58). Middle Preclassic Olmec-style monuments 
depicting felines over humans may communicate metaphors of human sacrifice 
(Taube 1995). The most explicit use of such grisly rituals as evocations of elite 
power comes from late Middle Preclassic and early Late Preclassic Monte 
Alban. There, more than three hundred stone monuments called danzantes 
depict sacrificial victims. Closer to the Maya lowlands, a Middle Preclassic 
elite burial with twelve sacrificed victims was found at Los Mangales in the 
Salama Valley in the northern Maya highlands (Sharer and Sedat 1987: 147). 
Depictions of human sacrifice became explicit in Late Preclassic monumental 
art, including Izapa Stela 21, which shows a vivid scene of decapitation with 
gushing blood, albeit in a probable mythological context. Clearly, human 
sacrifice was enmeshed in Mesoamerican systems of belief. The practice of 
auto-sacrifice or bloodletting may have had deeper roots. Pointed objects and 
imitation stingray spines made of greenstone found at La Venta and other 
Olmec sites were probably used for bloodletting. The practice of human 
sacrifice gave elites a combination of supernatural sanction for their authority 
and intimidation through overt displays of violence. 


Competing or Influential Neighbors? 


Ideologies associated with divine rulership in the Maya lowlands appear to 
show some connection to those reflected in Olmec arts. The right figure 
depicted on Nakbe Stela 1 wears an Olmec-like head in front of his forehead, 
probably as an early representation of the Jester God. The image of this deity 
became a conspicuous symbol of kingship for the Classic Maya. It was identified 
with three prongs on the forehead and was usually worn as a headband. The 
precursor of the Maya Jester God is seen in Olmec imagery (Fields 1991; 
Freidel 1990). Taube (1998) argues that the Olmec Jester God conflates the 
notions of the world tree, the Maize God, and the Principal Bird Deity. Olmec 
features are also evident in the Maize God of the San Bartolo murals, and the 
Olmec jade artifacts kept as heirlooms by later Maya rulers hint at memories 


or invocations of the distant past. 


97 


98 


The Classic Maya 


Despite these possible inspirations from the neighbors, the lowland Maya 
may have expanded to the west during the Late Preclassic, perhaps not in a 
peaceful manner (Bryan and Clark 1983; Clark et al. 2000: 459). From about 
450 to 200 BC there were significant social changes in the Chiapas highlands. 
Many sites, including La Libertad, were abandoned around 300 BC, and new 
settlements, such as El Cerrito, were placed in more defensible locations. 
Chicanel-like ceramics were introduced, and masonry platforms, traits com- 
mon in the Maya lowlands as opposed to the earthen construction of the 
area, began to appear. At Chiapa de Corzo, a Maya-like palace complex was 
constructed, as well as triadic temples reflecting specific Maya elite beliefs 
(Clark et al. 2000: 473; Lowe 1977: 230; 1995). These changes may have 
involved actual migrations of Maya speakers and seem also to reflect changes 
in a broader political balance. On the Gulf Coast, La Venta and other Olmec 
centers declined while powerful centers emerged in the Mirador Basin. In 
some areas, local utilitarian ceramics were replaced by Maya types, although 
Maya influence in central Chiapas is primarily seen in elite culture, such as in 
monumental architecture and elite ceramics. Overt Maya stimulus at Chiapa 
de Corzo ended around AD 100, which may have corresponded to the decline 
of El Mirador (Clark et al. 2000). 

The areas to the south — the Maya highlands and Pacific Coast — hold critical 
information for understanding Late Preclassic developments and transitions 
to the Classic period in the Maya lowlands. On the southern Pacific Coast 
during the Late Preclassic period, Olmec-style monuments were replaced 
by the Izapan art style, which bore close similarities to later lowland Maya 
monuments. Monuments at the center of Izapa on the eastern Chiapas Coast 
are generally assigned to the Guillen period (300-50 BC), but their dates 
are far from certain. They lack hieroglyphic texts, but their iconography is 
richly narrative. Stela 25 depicts a monstrous bird and a figure with a severed 
arm. This probably represents a prototype of a mythical story recorded in 
Popol Vuh in which the Hero Twins defeated a supernatural bird, Wukub 
Kaqix, though a twin, Hunahpu, lost an arm in the struggle. Taube (1998: 
439) points out that Miscellaneous Monuments 6, 8, and 10, which consist of 
three massive stone balls, may have represented a three-stone hearth, which 
became an important element in later Maya myths. On the Guatemalan Coast, 
Izapan-style monuments with texts and Long-Count dates, ranging from the 
first century BC and the second century AD, have been found at the sites of 
Takalik Abaj and El Baul. 

Hieroglyphic texts and Long-Count dates are also found in central Chiapas 
and on the southern Gulf Coast. Stela 2 of Chiapa de Corzo has the date 
of *7.*16.3.2.13 (36 BC, the asterisks indicate reconstructed numbers in the 
Long Count), which corresponds to the period of lowland Maya influence in 
central Chiapas. Texts from the Gulf Coast, belonging generally to the canons 
of Isthmian script, include Tres Zapotes Stela C, with the date of 7-16.6.16.18 
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(32 BC), and the Tuxtla Statuette, from 8.6.2.4.17 (AD 162). The majestic La 
Mojarra Stela 1 records long texts with the dates of 8.5.3.3.5 (AD 143) and 
8.5.16.9.7 (AD 156). Justeson and Kaufman (1993) argue that Isthmian script 
recorded the Mixe-Zoquean language, a reasonable but unproven conjecture 
given the controversial nature of their decipherment. These writings may 
have developed from the Olmec iconographic tradition, as indicated by the 
recent discoveries of the Cascajal block and other forms of early writing 
on the southern Gulf Coast (Pohl et al. 2002; Rodriguez Martinez et al. 
2006). Terminal Olmec monuments, including San Miguel Amuco Stela 1 
and La Venta Monument 13, form a probable bridge to Isthmian and southern 
Guatemalan scripts (Houston 2000: 143). 

In the Maya highlands, Kaminaljuyu developed into an important center 
during the late Middle Preclassic period. The presence of large elite burials 
signaled social stratification, and the construction of an effigy mound known 
as the “Serpent Mound” had already started (Lopez 1993; Ortega et al. 1996; 
Velasquez 1991). The late Middle Preclassic occupants of Kaminaljuyu appear 
to have invested significant labor in intensive agriculture, as shown by canals 
drawing water from the now-desiccated Miraflores Lake to agricultural fields 
nearby (Barrientos 1997; Valdés and Hatch 1996). During the Late Preclassic 
period, Kaminaljuyu was the most powerful center in the Maya highlands. 
Social hierarchy with rulership was well established, as demonstrated by two 
spectacular tombs excavated by Edwin Shook and Alfred Kidder (1952) in 
Mound E-III-3. “Stela 10” depicts deities as well as hieroglyphic texts of 
elusive meaning. Jonathan Kaplan (1995) has demonstrated that this was a 
throne most likely used by the ruler. Monument 65 records rulers sitting on 
such thrones and facing bound captives, with evidence of name glyphs in place 
of headdresses. 

In the northern highlands, the most powerful center in the Salama Valley 
seems to have been El Portón. Its Monument 1 has what appears to be a 
elyphic column, which may be the earliest example of writing in the Maya 
area, but its date of 400 BC is still being debated. The continuation of a 
sculptural tradition in the Salama Valley during the Late Preclassic period is 
exemplified by monuments found at Laguneta, which show affinity to the 
Izapan style (Sharer and Sedat 1987: 433). In the Chixoy drainage to the west, 
Alain Ichon (1977) found a number of relief sculptures in the Izapan style at 
the site of La Lagunita. The transcendent stylistic links between distant areas 
underscores the vast scale of elite interaction at the time and the ability of 
artisans to participate intimately in broad networks of meaning and artistic 
convention. The inclusion of ceramics vessels imported form the highlands in 
Tikal Burial 85 attests to such interaction (Culbert 1993: fig. 5). 

Patterns of interactions within the highlands and the Pacific Coast are sug- 
gested by comparative ceramic studies. Arthur Demarest (1986) recognizes two 
areas with relative ceramic homogeneity during the Late Preclassic period. 
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The sequential Providencia and Miraflores ceramic spheres include the cen- 
ters of Kaminaljuyu in the highlands, Bilbao on the Guatemalan Coast, and 
Chalchuapa in western El Salvador. The Uapala ceramic sphere comprises 
the sites of Copan and Los Naranjos in Honduras and Quelepa in eastern El 
Salvador. Although the argument is not yet proved, it is tempting to link the 
Providencia and Miraflores spheres to speakers of highland Mayan, and the 
Uapala ceramic sphere to the poorly understood Lenca, a non-Mayan group 
of northern Central America (Andrews 1976). 


INTO A NEW ERA 


The end of the Preclassic period was a time of profound social change in the 
Maya lowlands. El Mirador and other major centers in the Mirador Basin were 
largely abandoned around AD 200. Hansen (1994: 371) found reconstructible 
vessels on the last occupation floors, suggesting that abandonment was rapid. 
This social upheaval probably convulsed surrounding areas too. The palace 
at Chiapa de Corzo was violently destroyed, and the ceramics of the area 
returned from pottery with Maya affiliations to the local Isthmian tradition 
(Lowe and Mason 1965; Clark et al. 2000). In the Guatemalan highlands and 
on the Pacific Coast, many monuments at Kaminaljuyu and Takalik Abaj may 
have been destroyed about this time (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 
2001; Hatch 2003). Few monuments were erected in the highlands and on the 
Pacific Coast in the following period. 

Recent geological studies suggest that the Maya area went through pro- 
nounced droughts at the end of the Preclassic period (Haug et al. 2003). The 
analysis of wetland sediment data has led Dunning and colleagues (2002) and 
Hansen and others (2002) to argue that humans were at least partly responsible 
for ecological problems. With a substantial population increase, the rate of 
deforestation accelerated towards the end the Preclassic. Soil erosions changed 
hydrological conditions, transforming perennial lakes or marshes to seasonal 
wetlands. If this reconstruction is applicable to the Maya lowlands, the residents 
of large centers at the edge of wetlands may have been affected profoundly. 

Still, some centers, most notably Tikal, survived the Preclassic colla 
Vernon Scarborough (1994) has suggested that, whereas the Preclassic water 
management was a concave or “bowl-like” system that relied on canals and 
reservoirs within or at the margins of low-lying terrains, it shifted to a convex 
one in the Classic by means of reservoirs built in uplands. A successful shift 
in water management systems might have contributed to the continuity of 
Tikal (nonetheless, the distinction may be too categorical, as both periods 
show a preference for settlement on higher ground and with sources of 
water, both natural and artificial, nearby). The problem in understanding these 
developments, however, is that the ceramic chronology of the Preclassic-to- 
Classic transition is fraught with ambiguity. In the Pasión region, southe 
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Peten, and other areas, Chicanel ceramics with waxy slip might have contin- 
ued into the Early Classic (Lincoln 1985; J. Laporte 1995). If so, the fall of 
centers in these regions could have been a few centuries later than that of 
the central lowlands. Some sites may not have declined at all. These regional 
differences compel us to consider the importance of social and political influ- 
ences. The Maya of various areas contributed and responded to the large-scale 
social changes associated with the demise of El Mirador, although much of 
this process remains enigmatic. 


THE GENESIS OF LOWLAND MAYA CIVILIZATION 


Contrary to the earlier perception that lowland Maya civilization emerged at 
the beginning of the Classic period, it is now beyond doubt that most of its 
elements were already in place during the Preclassic period. As a cultural block, 
the Maya lowlands become recognizable at least by the mid Middle Preclassic 
period. From this time on, the area probably continued to be occupied by 
the same linguistic and cultural groups until the Spanish conquest, with some 
exceptions. During the Preclassic period, these groups shared similar material 
culture, culminating in the Chicanel ceramic sphere, which clearly differed 
from surrounding areas. In other words, the Preclassic lowland Maya were not 
much concerned with expressing differences between lowland groups through 
material culture but rather emphasized their distinction from groups nearby 
(Ringle 1999: 198). Although more regionalized ceramic styles characterized 
the Classic period, the Maya lowlands persisted as a relatively discrete cultural 
region. This stability may have been partly aided by its peninsular setting 
bordered by mountain ranges, as well as by the presence ofa prestige language, 
an ancestor of Ch’olti’ Maya, that bound diverse elites (Houston et al. 2000). 
Among the critical elements of Maya civilization that emerged during the 
Preclassic period may have been the notion of rulership along with associ- 
ated governmental institutions and political symbols. There are two schools 
of thought. David Freidel and Linda Schele (1988a) suggest that Maya ruler- 
ship crystallized rapidly during the first century BC. Favoring that view is the 
paucity of royal representation much before that date and the difficulty of read- 
ing any texts of the time. There is potentially a grave problem in presuming that 
Classic-period meanings were essentially the same in earlier periods and that 
titles, narratives, or insignia carried the same connotation, regardless of period: 
this is rather like blurring the distinction between an early Irish “king,” with 
his small fort and herd of cattle, and King Louis XIV of France, both with sim- 
ilar title but very different status. Equally worrisome is the evidence of strong 
disruptions at the end of the Preclassic, when continuities in political organi- 
zation may have come to an end or been thoroughly redefined. Nonetheless, 
a second school of interpretation emphasizes deeper roots. Viewed a certain 
way, the San Bartolo murals signal that the institution of rulership with related 
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mythical narratives was already well established around 100 BC. The earlier 
text containing the ajaw sign — again, if correctly identified and understood 
as to its nuance af that time — hints at its origins as early as the third century 
BC. The common use of Olmec symbols and objects by Late Preclassic Maya 
rulers also reflect their own historical understanding of royal symbolism going 
back, perhaps, to the Middle Preclassic. First came social inequality, if of an 
indeterminate sort, then, by the late Middle Preclassic, the spread of Mamom 
ceramics and obsidian blades in the Maya lowlands, as well as the construction 
of E-Group complexes in the central and eastern lowlands. Future research 
on the period between 700 and 100 BC will be critical in understanding the 
emergence of Maya rulers. 

The cultural uniformity throughout the Maya lowlands and the magnitude 
of constructions at E] Mirador make it tempting to posit a Mirador “state” 
controlling a large part of the lowlands or even extending its influence over the 
Chiapas highlands (Clark et al. 2000; Bachand 2006: 539-67). The presence 
of royal titles and other symbols at smaller centers, such as San Bartolo and 
Cival, may, however, point to the presence of multiple ruling groups arising at 
various locations. Given the clues of rulership during this period, it is likely 
that centralized governmental institutions were in operation. Yet, we know 
next to nothing about the specific forms and functions of such institutions. 
Whatever the degree of political unification, the process of interaction was not 
always peaceful. Substantial fortifications found at Becan, Edzna, and other 


_ sites suggest that rivalry between groups in some cases escalated into physical 


violence. 

A fundamental change in this political process was ideological in nature 
(Clark et al. 2000: 469; Hansen 1990, 1992a). Although still indistinct, a new 
ideological scheme associated with emerging elites penetrated various lay- 
ers of society, transforming religious beliefs and ritual practices among the 
majority of the population. As seen in the disappearance of figurines and the 
development of minor temples, rituals at the domestic level were integrated 
into a centralized, hierarchical system of coalescent ideologies. Novel religious 
beliefs became crucial mechanisms for integrating an increased population at 
any one center, previously divided into smaller autonomous units. These ide- 
ologies served at once to unite growing communities and to divide them into 
privileged and unprivileged groups. 

The establishment of the elite was accompanied by a cultural component 
best described as “high culture” (Baines and Yoffee 1998). The Preclassic was 
the time of formation for the cultural and aesthetic values that constituted the 
core of a civilization. The exclusive access to the knowledge of religion, to 
supernatural power, and to materials brought from distant places distinguished 
elites from the rest of society and provided morally defensible and naturalized 
means of legitimization. Public spectacles in plazas and temples conducted 
or sponsored by the elite probably brought the members of the community 
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together and helped to propagate elite-centered ideologies and values. Material 
objects associated with the elite during the Preclassic period appear to have 
been charged more with symbolic values than economic ones, as there were 
relatively small differences between elites and nonelites in terms of ceramics, 
lithics, and other commonly used objects. 

Unlike ideological transformations, economic trends may be described as 
continuous growth without major structural change. Agricultural production 
grew greatly and promoted increases in population. Each domestic group, 
however, appears to have engaged in economic activities that persisted from 
the Middle Preclassic period and consisted mainly of agriculture and craft pro- 
duction in domestic contexts. Economic management may not have been an 
important part of elite endeavor. Long-distance trade focused on small quan- 
tities of prestige goods that distinguished elites and enhanced their prestige, 
but it had a relatively small effect on overall economic organization. Although 
the unique concentration of resources and particularly favorable conditions of 
production stimulated the growth of a few specialized communities, the econ- 
omy of most large centers was solidly based on local agricultural production. 
The main concern for elites was not economic regulation but the recruitment 
of labor and the retention of population in heightened competition between 
centers (Ringle 1999: 190). This pattern appears to have continued into the 
Classic period. 

This process contrasts with major sites in Mesoamerica like Monte Alban 
and Teotihuacan. In the Oaxaca Valley a new capital of Monte Alban was 
suddenly established around 600 BC at the top of a previously unoccupied 
hill (Marcus and Flannery 1996). In the Valley of Mexico, Teotihuacan grew 
explosively, amassing 80 to go percent of the valley population between AD 1 
and 200, just after the destruction of the rival center of Cuicuilco by volcanic 
eruptions (Sanders et al. 1979). Such drastic changes in settlement patterns in 
Oaxaca and central Mexico probably reflected strong initiatives of the elite. 
Whether large populations moved into the new capitals willingly or unwill- 
ingly, these processes of displacement detached large populations from their 
former economic bases and forced them to adjust to dramatically different 
social and economic orders. Such social transformations in extraordinary mag- 
nitudes strongly affected the later course of social development in these areas. 
Large populations probably became more dependent on elites in terms of eco- 
nomic and political relations, and the power of elites extended more deeply 
into their societies. In the Maya lowlands, in contrast, a significant transforma- 
tion was limited mainly to the domain of ideology without dramatic changes 
in the daily economic practices of a large part of the population. 

What is shared in the Maya lowlands, central Mexico, and the Oaxaca Valley 
is the critical role of monumental construction. All areas experienced a signif- 
icant increase in construction during relatively early stages of urban growth. 
Such monumental construction was not only a consequence of increased social 
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complexity but a catalyst for further development. In the Maya lowlands, the 
most significant disruption in daily activities of most of the population may have 
resulted from just such construction. As Mendelssohn (1971) has observed for 
Egyptian pyramids, such construction disconnected the masses from old pat- 
terns of life centered around agriculture and entangled elites in the scheduling 
of labor. Moreover, the pyramids at El Mirador were unprecedented construc- 
tion projects that surpassed any previous attempts to a large degree, bringing 
about unforeseen consequences. It is conceivable that, as the construction 
projects progressed, new forms of administrative organization of labor and 
of other logistics were required and devised, including novel inducements to 
voluntaristic work parties and, beyond such parties, to sustained commitments 
towards active maintenance of such large buildings. Furthermore, the author- 
ity of the elite was strongly recognized by the population who Participated in 
such activities. Such large projects for religious purposes gave a rationale for the 
mobilization of a large labor force without a significant coercive force. When 
the projects came to a conclusion, elites and nonelites were more dependent 
on each other, and a web of interaction could then be employed towards other, 
hitherto unconsidered purposes. Another similarity may be found in the role 
of conflict and violence. In all these areas, evidence of warfare increased along 
with the development of the centers, and human sacrifice as a form of ritual- 
ized violence became a critical component of elite beliefs and practices: elites 
may have been increasingly seen as ferocious and, to nonelites, fearsome in the 
sense that expressions of violence to outsiders nurtured a foreboding threat to 
insiders (Joyce and Winter 1996). 

It is hard to deny the importance of local processes in the Preclassic devel- 
opment of lowland Maya civilization. Yet the lowland Maya could borrow the 
concepts of hierarchical society, divine rulership, religious beliefs, and accom- 
panying material symbols devised by other groups. A tendency to adaptability 
and the absorptive inclusion of new ideas facilitated the rapid development of 
Preclassic lowland Maya civilization. The introduction of fore; 
marily reflects initiatives on the part of lowland Maya elites 
sitions from outside. In this process, the lowland Maya beca 
followers of the Olmec tradition, which emphasized the gl 
vidual rulers legitimized by supernatural power (Clark 19 
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Teotihuacan and Monte Albán may have diverged from this 
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For the Classic Maya, however, the stage was now set. 
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CHAPTER 4 


THE CLASSIC PERIOD 


POLITICAL HISTORY 


Dynastic Origins 


Tikal, Guatemala, became a central player in elite politics after the fall of El 
Mirador and other Preclassic cities nearby. Its earliest known monument, Stela 
29, dates to AD 292, but later inscriptions indicate that many other rulers 
came before. Although such early kings are poorly understood, the dynastic 
record hints at a founder around AD go (Martin 2003: $). Archaeological 
data on construction and settlement corroborate the view that Tikal survived 
severe political turmoil at the end of the Preclassic period, seemingly without 
major disruption. Its fourteenth ruler, Chak Tok Ich’aak (“Great Misty Claw” 
[spellings below from Martin and Grube 2008: 28]), is recorded on various 
monuments and ceramic texts of the late fourth century, underscoring the 
site’s tenacity and the importance of this king. 

Other centers began to formalize dynastic rule around the fourth and fifth 
centuries AD. The dynastic history of Calakmul, Campeche, later to become 
Tikal’s major rival, remains enigmatic, in part because of the poor preservation 
of its monuments. The center is traditionally associated with the powerful Kan 
(“snake”) dynasty. Various codex-style vessels made in or near the Mirador 
Basin during the late seventh and early eighth centuries tabulate a long list of 
rulers, although, contrary to some suggestions, it is not at all certain that those 
early rulers governed El Mirador as the dynastic seat of this dynasty: other 
alternatives are more likely (Fig. 4.1, Martin 1997; Martin and Grube 2008: 
102). In a puzzling turn, epigraphic evidence first places the Kan dynasty, not 
at Calakmul, but at Dzibanche, Quintana Roo, some 140 kilometers to the 
northeast. Calakmul itself was probably governed by a different line of rulers 
until about AD 630 (Martin 2005). 

Other sites are even more grandiose in their historical claims. Naranjo, 
Guatemala, which has close genealogical ties to Tikal, asserts an early origin to 
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Figure 4.1. Dynastic vase from the area of Calakmul, Mexico (K6751, copyright Justin 
Kerr). 


its dynasty and, according to one text, a mythical ancestor some 896,000 years 
in the past. The well-documented history of Naranjo begins with Aj Wosal 
(a modern nickname), a ruler who took the throne in AD 546, although earlier 
flesh-and-blood lords are attested in the form of fragmentary texts (Tokovinine 
and Fialko 2007). Other centers in the central lowlands, including Balakbal, 
El Zapote, Xultun, Yaxha, and Uaxactun, started to erect monuments in the 
fourth and early fifth centuries. Further to the west, Palenque also cl 
vague descent from deities in ancient times, but its historical origin appears 
to trace back to one K’uk’ Bahlam, who acceded to royal office in AD 431. 
Such dynasties, with mythic accounts of origin, contrast with a second set of 
dynasties who have fully historic origins, as in the royal family of Yaxchilan, 
Mexico, which began to flourish around AD 359 (see Chapters 5 and 7). 


aimed 


The Teotihuacan Connection 


The single most important political event of the Early Classic Period occurred 
in AD 378: an enigmatic figure, Sihyaj K’ahk’, arrived at Tikal and, on the 
same day, a local ruler, Chak Tok Ich’aak, “entered the water,” a euphemism 
for death. Sihyaj K’ahk’ is also recorded at Uaxactun and, Possibly, at Rio Azul 
suggesting his wide political influence (Fig. 4.2). In the following year Vax 
Nuun Ahiin was enthroned as the next ruler of Tikal, and his reign was Di 
by the abundant use of Teotihuacan symbols and objects, such as Tlaloc in 
tripod cylinders, and green obsidian. Glyphic texts note that Yax Nuun 
father was “Spearthrower Owl,” the lord of an as-yet-unknown place. David 
Stuart (1999) has suggested that this figure was a ruler of Teotihuacan who 
sent his military captain, Sihyaj K’ahk’, to subjugate Tikal and inst 
son, Yax Nuun Ahiin, as the new king of a distant cente 
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Figure 4.2. References to Sihyaj K’ahk’, “Born from fire”: (a) Tikal Marker: G4-H4 
(after photograph by Stephen Houston); and (b) Bejucal Stela 1:B7 (after photograph 
by Ian Graham). 


A likely resting place of Yax Nuun Ahiin was Burial 10, where numerous 
ceramic vessels with Teotihuacan motifs were found. Isotope analysis of the 
skeleton, however, indicates that the occupant of that tomb was born in Peten, 
Guatemala, not central Mexico (Wright 2005). The nature of the AD 378 
event continues to be debated, although further exploration at related sites, 
like Sufricaya or Bejucal, Guatemala, are likely to elucidate the connection 
(Braswell 2003; Estrada-Belli et al. 2006). 

Contacts with Teotihuacan or related areas certainly started before AID 378. 
On the Guatemalan Pacific Coast, the presence ofa wide range of Teotihuacan- 
related materials, including “theater” censers (likely to represent mummy bun- 
dles prior to cremation, Taube 2000: fig. 10.22), candeleros, figurines, tripod 
cylinder vessels, and green obsidian, suggest that Teotihuacan established its 
colonies around the first half of the third century (Bove and Medrano 2003). 
At Altun Ha, David Pendergast (1990: 263-75; 2003) discovered, in Structure 
F-8 at that site, a comb capped by a large number of artifacts, including green 
obsidian and Teotihuacan-related ceramics. The interment dates no later than 
AD 250. Excavations at the Mundo Perdido complex of Tikal by Juan Pedro 
Laporte and Vilma Fialko (1995) revealed talud-tablero buildings dating to the 
late third century. This architectural style, consisting of a vertical rectangular 
panel (tablero) supported by a sloped wall (talud), is generally considered an indi- 
cator of Teotihuacan influence (Fig. 4.3). Laporte, however, argues that talud- 
tablero buildings are widely distributed in Mesoamerica, and their presence at 
any given site may not necessarily signal direct contacts with Teotihuacan. 

After AD 378, Tikal and its Teotihuacan-associated groups may have insti- 
gated significant political changes, including the establishment of new dynasties 
in various parts of the Maya lowlands. A reference to Sihyaj K’ahk’ at Rio Azul, 
as well as the presence of green obsidian and tripod cylinder vessels, suggests to 
Richard Adams that this center was directly controlled by Tikal (Adams 1999: 
66-8). But it is at Copan, Honduras, where archaeologists found especially 
intriguing evidence. Retrospective texts note the arrival of its dynastic founder, 
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K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, in AD 427 (D. Stuart 2004a). Excavations under the 
Acropolis by Robert Sharer and his team have uncovered earthen buildings and 
tombs dating to the fifth century, many containing rich offerings with Teoti- 
huacan motifs (Bell et al. 2004; Sharer et al. 1999). In particular, the Hunal 
tomb appears to house the body of the dynastic founder, and its bone isotope 
signature strongly indicates a distant, lowland origin (Buikstra et al. 2004). 
Glyphic texts suggest that the nearby center of Quirigua was also founded at 
the same time (D. Stuart 20044). 

In the Pasión region, excavations by Bruce Bachand (2006) at Punta de 
Chimino, a small peninsular site on Lake Petexbatun, uncovered a cylinder- 
shaped crypt that contained a seated body dating to the early fifth century. 
Burial construction is similar to the Motmot tomb at Copan, from the same 
period (W. Fash and B. Fash 2000: 443), and comparable examples have also 
been reported from Chac in the Puuc region (Smyth and Rogart 2004). 
Although the stone-lined construction at Punta de Chimino is not the same 
as that of most Teotihuacan burials, the seated position appears to reflect 
inspiration from that central Mexican city. Soon after the interment, a temple 
and a monument at Punta de Chimino were ritually destroyed, leading to 
the near-abandonment of the site (Bachand 2006: $96). At Ceibal, the largest 
center in the Pasión region, an early ruler, K’an Mo’ Bahlam (floruit AD 415), 
was mentioned in a retrospective text, but the center appears to have been all 
but abandoned soon after his reign (Sabloff 1975). At the small site of Tres Islas 
on the Pasión River, where there is little evidence of substantial occupation, 
three stelae, dating between AD 395 and 475, depict figures in Mexican warrior 
attire (Tomasic and Fahsen 2004). It is possible that a Teotihuacan-associated 
group, possibly from Tikal, was partially responsible for the drastic political 
and social changes in the Pasión region around the fifth century, although this 
requires further study (Demarest and Fahsen 2003). 

In more distant areas, Tikal’s involvement is less clear, and of variable 
nature. In the Guatemala highlands, Kaminaljuyu enjoyed a burst of activ- 
ity in the Early Classic period, following the social disruption at the end of the 
Preclassic period. The prominence of Teotihuacan traits during this period 
including talud-tablero architecture and ceramics, has long been noted (Sanders 
and Michels 1977). Although Teotihuacan influence may have reached Tikal 
through Kaminaljuyu (Coggins 1979), investigations in the 2000 indicate that 
the strong manifestations of Teotihuacan-related traits at this highland cen- 
ter postdate AD 378 (Braswell 2003; Houston et al. 2003). At Los Horcones 
Chiapas, researchers have found stone monuments with Teotihuacan iconog- 
raphy and other cultural traits tied to central Mexico, dating mainly to the fifth 
and sixth centuries. This center probably functioned as an important trade base 
that connected Teotihuacan and the southern Maya area (Garcia~-Des Lauri- 
ers 2007). Teotihuacan-related traits have also been noted in the Puuc region 
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Figure 4.3. Structure sC-49 with talud-tablero, Mundo Perdido complex, Tikal 
(photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 


further to the north, at Oxkintok and Chac (Varela and Braswell 2003; Smyth 
and Rogart 2004). 


The Age of Calakmul 


Tikal continued to exert a predominant role during the reigns of Yax Nuun 
Ahiin’s son, Sihyaj Chan K’awiil, as well as during following reigns, while 
Teotihuacan influence steadily diminished. A turn of fortune came in AD 
562 with a defeat delivered probably by the Kan dynasty and Caracol, Belize 
(Houston 1987b; Martin and Grube 2008: 39). The following “dark age” of 
Tikal was traditionally considered the Middle Classic “hiatus,” but this was in 
fact the time of prosperity for the Kan dynasty and its ally, Caracol. By defeating 
Naranjo, the Kan dynasty continued to expand its sway during the reign of 
“VYuknoom Head” — the name is incompletely deciphered — who appears to 
have moved the dynastic seat from Dzibanche to Calakmul in the 630s (Martin 
2005). The succeeding ruler, Yuknoom Ch’e'’n, enjoyed unmatched power in 
the Maya lowlands. Indeed, he is one of the few Maya kings who could justly 
be termed an “emperor,” meddlesome in many polities, a strategist of the first 
order (Martin and Grube 2008: 108-9). 

The emerging center of Dos Pilas became a new focus of the continuing 
rivalry between Tikal and the Kan dynasty. Dos Pilas was founded in the early 
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seventh century by Bahlaj Chan K’awiil, a royal prince of Tikal, possibly as 
part of Tikal’s attempt to reestablish its control of the Pasién region (Fig. a 
Houston 1993; Guenter 2003). Dos Pilas, however, was soon atd i 
Calakmul. Following the battle, Bahlaj Chan K’awiil became Calakmul’s : y 
and waged a series of battles against his brother, Nuun Ujol mans the 
of Tikal. With the help of Yuknoom Chie’n, Bahlaj Chan K awiil eventua y 
delivered a decisive defeat to the Tikal king in AD 679. The victorious Dos 
Pilas king sent his daughter, “Lady Six Sky,” to Naranjo so as to reestablish, in 
AD 682, that dynasty as an ally of Calakmul (Houston 1993: 108). 
Although the Kan dynasty, now located at Calakmul, was undoubtedly the 
repotent power during the seventh century, its grip on the Maya area was 
ir : : For example, although Palenque suffered serious defeats at the 
incomplete. a 2 pa S ee aN Set na ae 
ie : p non Janahb Pakal, “Pakal the Great,” successfully revived 
— w w a certain Nuun Ujol Chahk of Santa Elena, Tabasco, into 
the center an h ae erson is not the same as the ruler of Tikal). This did not, 
sateen a : be À long-lived success, and that region soon fell back into 
e a j es (Martin and Grube 2008: 161). In the southeastern 
nate ance the rule of “Smoke Imix” appears also to have been little 
rea, 
ce by Calakmul’s expansion. 


Tikal’s Revival and Regional Powers 


In AD 695, Tikal regained its strong position through Jasaw Chan K’awiil’s 
the Calakmul king, Yich’aak K’ahk’ (Schele and Freidel 1990: 
victory over Calakmul’s Waterloo. His son, Yik’in Chan K’awiil, continued 
205) = this oe Secs by defeating El Perú (Waka’) in AD 743 and Naranjo 
on this path o in 1996). The Kan kingdom lost its power, if not its ability 
in AD 744 oe ce a few exceptions, its snake emblem disappeared 
to erect ae rae Ove references after the 730s. The Original bat emblem 
from Calakmu ae returned at Calakmul, a development that n 
glyph S local dynasty (Martin 2005). The Kan dynasty’s 
to the fa declined, and its elite activities diminished for a time. 
ee ae barnes evident in the form of tall pyramids bu 
the reigns of Yik’in Chan K’awiil and ais Boa These include 
funerary building, Temple 1, an iconic structure in the moder: 
of Guatemala that embellishes its main unit of currency. The i 
these Tikal rulers, however, may not have had as wide-reaching 
that of their ancestors. Many other cento #ppear to have been 
with political and military battles in their own regions, Dos Pil 
wrenched its focus away from the conflict with Tikal and re 
to the consolidation of its dominance over the Pasión regi 
this process included the defeat of Ceibal in AD 735 an 
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Dos Pilas’ secondary capital at Aguateca. 
Yaxchilan reached its heyday during the 
reigns of “Itzammaaj’ Bahlam (Shield 
Jaguar) and “Yaxuun” Bahlam (Bird 
Jaguar) from the late seventh century 
through the mid eighth century (again, 
note that the two royal names are not 
fully deciphered and should be viewed 
with caution). These kings seem pri- 
marily to have skirmished with minor 
or nearby centers, continually affected 
by a tense rivalry with Piedras Negras, 
a few dozen kilometers downriver. At 
Piedras Negras, the k’atun-anniversary 
that its Ruler 4 celebrated with his sub- 
ordinate lords in AD 749 was a particu- 
larly important royal event, narrated on 
a panel dedicated nearly a half century 
later (Houston and D. Stuart 2001). 
Palenque enjoyed the height of archi- 
tectural and artistic achievement dur- 
ing the reign of K’inich Kan Bahlam 
and K’inich K’an Joy Chitam in the 
late seventh and early eighth centuries. 
The latter king, however, was captured 
in a battle with Tonina (Schele and 
Mathews 1991). The fate of Copan was 
similar. Its king, Waxaklajuun Ubaah 
K’awiil, erected a series of magnifi- 
cent stelae during the early eighth cen- 
tury, but in AD 738 he was captured 
and killed by a subordinate lord of 
Quirigua, K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat. 
Despite these defeats, the dynastic lines 
of Paleque and Copan persisted, Copan 
going on to create the majestic stairway 
known as Hieroglyphic Stairway 1. 
The northern part of the Yucatan 
Peninsula remained in the shadow of 
the more powerful and more populous 
southern lowlands throughout much of 
the Early Classic period, albeit with 
massive constructions in sites like Ake. 


Figure 4.4. Dos Pilas Stela y, showing Bahlaj 
Chan K’awiil of Dos Pilas, AD 682 (Photograph 
by Ian Graham, courtesy of the Peabody Museum 
of Archaeology and Ethnology, copyright the 
President and Fellows of Harvard University). 
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It was in the Late Classic period that explosive growth took place, yet always 
with the proviso that, until the later years of the Classic period, historical texts 
do not fall into reconstructible narratives of any detail or scale. In the Puuc 
region, Oxkintok, which became an important center during the late Early 
Classic period, continued its occupation into the Terminal Classic (Carmean 
et al. 2004). Edzna in Campeche, with a pattern of substantial Preclassic con- 
struction, also began to erect monuments in the seventh century. Near the 
northwestern coast, two major centers, Dzibilchaltun and Chunchucmil, grew 
during the same time to impressive size and scale. 

Chunchucmil, with an estimated population of twenty thousand to thirty 
thousand, exhibited an unusually decentralized urban plan, with less emphasis 
on ceremonial buildings than other communities (Fig. 4.5). According to one 
explanation, this use of space reflected the city’s mercantile orientation towards 
the salt trade and away from dynastic or courtly activity (Dahlin and Ardren 
2002). The northeastern zone of the peninsula was apparently dominated by 
Coba, in Quintana Roo, Mexico. Its architecture shows close affinities with 
the southern lowlands, and many of its monuments date to the seventh century. 
The one-hundred-kilometer-long causeway connecting Coba with Yaxuna, 
the longest in the Maya area, was probably constructed around the seventh 
century (Stanton and Gallarta 2001). Ukit Kan Lehk, who founded Ek Balam 
in the eighth century, appears to have had some connection with Coba. Exc 
vations in Structure 1 of Ek Balam by Leticia Vargas and Victor Castillo 
have revealed a sumptuous building with elaborate fa 
with the tomb of the local lord. In addition to these pow 
edt firther heightened competion andthe i This regional rivalry 

ual downfall of many cen- 


ters towards the end of the Late Classic Period and during the Terminal Classic 
(see Chapter 10). 
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Figure 4.5. Map of Chunchucmil, Yucatan (courtesy of Bruce Dahlin and Scott 
Hutson). 


Aourished in a series of mammoth constructions at Tikal, including Temples 1 
and 4, measuring forty-seven meters and seventy meters in height, respectively. 
The style of temples spread to other centers in the central lowlands, such as 
Yaxha. In addition, Temple 1 at Tikal is the best-known example of temples 
originally designed as funerary monuments, in worthy company with the cel- 
ebrated Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque, tomb of Pakal the Great. The 
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Figure 4.6. Reconstruction drawing of Piedras Negras South Group ( 
Mark Child). 


drawing by 


emphasis on steep pyramidal shape led to a peculiar style in the Rio Bec region 
in the northern part of the central lowlands. The Occupants of Bean, Rio 
Bec, and Xpuhil in this area built imitation temples with decorative stairways 
that were impossibly steep and too narrow to climb (see Chapter 5). 
Structure L8—8 at Aguateca, abandoned during construction, provides 
unique glimpse into the sequence of temple construction (Fig. 4.7, Inomata 


et al. 2004). Builders started with the core of its first level by making a series 
of construction bins. The outer walls of each bin consisted of 


stacked in orderly manner and filled with more stones. While the 
the first level was being completed with a “ 


a 


rough stones 


outer layer of 


: | skin” of finely cut stone blocks and 
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Figure 4.7. Structure L8-8 at Aguateca, an unfinished temple (photograph by Takeshi 
Inomata). 


(Fig. 4.8). In a somewhat similar setting, the royal residential complex of 
Piedras Negras was built on a natural hill. 

Many of the complexes that we call palaces were certainly residences of 
the royal family and other elites, but they also served administrative and cer- 
emonial purposes (Andrews and Fash 1992; Harrison 1999). Some rooms 
were equipped with a bench as a throne and sleeping area. Excavations of 
rapidly abandoned buildings at Aguateca have provided detailed data on the 
use of space in these buildings. The center room usually held a relatively small 
number of objects and appears to have been used mainly for gatherings and 
receptions of visitors. Ceramic jars and bowls in these rooms probably con- 
tained food and drink for such occasions. The head of the household may also 
have conducted courtly duties and craft production in the center room. Side 
chambers generally contained large numbers of objects and were employed 
for sleeping, food preparation, craft work, and storage (Inomata et al. 2001, 
2002). These buildings commonly faced a patio. Political meetings held in a 
palace structure, often depicted in ceramic paintings, were probably viewed 
by various participants who occupied the space in front of it. Wide stairways 
in front of these buildings also served as stages for theatrical acts (M. Miller 
1986: 114; Inomata 2001a). When necessary, occupants shielded themselves 
from outside view by a curtain or some other removable feature. In general, 
the open nature of some Maya residential complexes is striking, distinguishing 
them from the more secluded palaces of bronze-age Crete, Ottoman Turkey, 


historic-period China, and other regions. 
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Figure 4.8. Caana Pyramid, Caracol, Belize (courtesy of Arlen and Diane Chase) 


Ballcourts occur at most large Maya centers. Many of them consisted of 
parallel structures with sloping sides facing inwards, but those at Uxmal and 
Chichen Itza had vertical walls. All were important foci of public and elite 
ceremonies. Some of them had round, carved ballcourt mar 
alley. Differences in the sizes and forms of ballcourts poi 
flexibility in the game, with size reaching its maximum 
Chichen Itza, measuring 166 by 68 meters. 

Some palaces and temples had wattle-and-daub walls and thatched roof 
whereas others included solid stone walls and masonry roofs with corbell J 
vaults, built with horizontally stacked blocks, each projecting farther B : 
ther inward until they could be capped by a single stone. There were a 
pyramids in truncated shapes without structures on top, including the m 
pyramids of some E-Group complexes and those of the Twin ee ps ain 
plexes at Tikal. Vaulted roofs necessitated thick walls, and the width of the oe 
was usually limited to three meters. The large stone mass of these pace 
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Figure 4.9. Balamku, Campeche, stucco fagade with mythic hills and creatures, Early 
Classic period (photograph by Karl Taube). 


however, kept their rooms relatively cool, even in tropical heat. Some buildings 
were decorated with “roof combs,” vertical ornaments built on the center line 
of the roof. Floors and in some cases walls were covered with smooth plaster, 
and many buildings appear to have been painted red. These plastered surfaces, 
particularly the exteriors exposed to the harsh tropical elements, probably 
required frequent maintenance. 

The tradition of stucco sculptures that decorated Preclassic temples con- 
tinued into the Early Classic period, with the finest examples found in the 
Rosalila Temple of Copan, at Kohunlich, and at Balamku (Fig. 4.9). During 
the Late Classic, this technique was largely replaced by stone mosaic sculpture. 
The elaboration of stone mosaics culminated in the Puuc region of the Yucatan 
Peninsula during the Terminal Classic period. The façades of various build- 
ings at Uxmal, Sayil, and other centers exhibited the Principal Bird Deity and 
sundry geometric shapes. At Palenque, however, architectural stucco orna- 
ments continued to be emphasized. Stucco-sculpture façades also saw a brief 
revival at Machaquila, Cancuen, and Ceibal in the Pasion region at the end of 
the Late Classic and during the Terminal Classic periods. 

The Maya shared many architectural traits, but regional differences can be 
pronounced. Limestone was the primary construction material for most of the 
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lowlands, whereas the highland Maya used earth and volcanic stones. Stone 
blocks in Classic constructions were generally smaller than those of Preclassic 
predecessors, but a notable exception was the megalithic architecture built in 
Yucatan during the Early Classic period. At the western center of Comal- 
calco, where stone materials are scarce, structures were made of mud bricks. 
Influence from other areas, including talud-tablero architecture during the Early 
Classic and central Mexican architecture at Chichen Itza, also contributed to 
architectural diversity. 

Commoners built their houses on low platforms surrounding a patio, 
although these typically were smaller and less elaborate than elite compounds. 
Some of them had features similar to elite residences, including stone walls, 
benches, and room partitions. Much like the pattern even in elaborate palaces, 
the most common form of these houses was a rectangle, but residences of ellip- 
tical shape were also built in the northern lowlands (Kurjack 1974). Nonelite 
residences are found both in the core zone of each site and in peripheral areas. 
Beyond the civic ceremonial core, they show a pattern of dispersed distribu- 
tion, resulting most likely not from central planning, but from the social and 
economic necessities of individual households and other groups. 

In addition to such individual buildings, the Maya created causeways and 
reservoirs. Causeways provided important ceremonial spaces for processions 
and other rituals. At the same time, the practical utility of these flat and 
well-drained roads is clearly recognizable for those who have experienced the 
broken karst topography of the Maya lowlands and their muddy terrain during 
the rain season. Reservoirs were generally built within the central precincts of 
sites in the central lowlands and served as important sources of water during 
the dry season. Some of them were converted from depressions that came into 
existence with quarrying for building materials. Maya cities, however, lacked 
effective sewage and waste-management systems. Most buildings did not have 
toilets, except for the rare examples of the Palenque Palace, and the Maya, 
both elites and commoners, typically tossed their household garbage behind 
or near their households. Although these middens left convenient sources of 
information for future archaeologists, the practice was not necessarily beneficial 
for those who lived there. Like many other preindustrial cities of the world, 
Maya centers were probably less-than-healthy places. 


Monuments and Writing 


Stelae and other monuments are the hallmark of the Classic period, although 
the tradition began earlier. Early Classic stelae typically depicted rulers from 
the side, although frontal views became more common during the Late Clas- 
sic period. Some stelae still retain original red paint, and plain stelae without 
carving may originally have held painted designs. Other forms of carved mon- 
uments, including lintels and panels, gained popularity in the latter part of the 
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Classic period. Although stelae placed in plazas 
were probably viewed by numerous people, includ- 
ing nonelites, lintels and panels that decorated tem- 
ples and palaces looked to the elite as their intended 
audience. This difference is also reflected themat- 
ically. Stelae often depict rulers in full ceremonial 
costumes performing in mass spectacle or dance. In 
contrast, many lintels and panels represented rulers 
and other elites engaging in courtly meetings and 
other events, often in less ostentatious attire. 

In large parts of the Maya lowlands, bas-relief 
carvings were prevalent, but stelae at Copan, 
Quirigua, and Tonina display more three-dimen- 
sional carving (Fig. 4.10). Regional differences also 
expressed themselves in materials. Limestone was 
by far the most common material, but sculptors 
used volcanic tuff at Copan and a gritty and erodi- 
ble sandstone at Quirigua, Altar de Sacrificios, and 
Tonina. In rare instances, slate quarried from the 
Maya mountains was also used (Healey et al. 1995). 

Many of those monuments, as well as some 
ceramic painting, were decorated with hiero- 
glyphic writing. A significant development in 
glyphic script appears to have taken place during 
the transition between the Preclassic and Classic 
periods, with the establishment of a basic scheme 
that combined logographs and phonetic or syllabic 
signs of consonant + vowel form (Houston 2000). 
Much of the Preclassic writing prior to this change 
resists understanding, in part because of difficulties 
in accessing the sounds of the script through pho- 
netic elements. The next major change occurred 
at the beginning of the Late Classic period, with 
the addition of various new phonetic signs. Late 
Classic writing was highly phonetic, and modern 
decipherment has been most successful on these 
late texts. 


Ceramics 
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Figure 4.10. Tonina Monument 146, 
AD 787 (photograph by Ian Graham, 
I. Graham et al. 2006, Corpus of Maya 
Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 6, Part 3: 
77, reproduced courtesy of the Presi- 
dent and Fellows of Harvard College). 


Ceramics provide the most common artifact at any Maya site, and it is the 
rare, extensive dig that does not uncover sherds by the ton. The sequence of 
change roughly reflects political trends. Highly homogeneous Late Preclassic 
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ceramics led to more regionalized styles with the rise of competing polities 
during the Early Classic period. In the fragmented political landscape of the 
Late Classic, ceramics exhibited further regionalization. Utilitarian ceramics, 
however, tended to be fairly conservative. Large unslipped jars, either plain or 
striated, were used to store food and water throughout the period. Bowls of 
large or medium sizes were probably used for soaking maize and cooking. 

Changes in painted ceramics are more clearly noticeable, although the 
chronological sequence for the beginning of the Classic period, sometimes 
called the Protoclassic, still remains unclear. Some scholars suggested that 
migrations from the southeastern highlands resulted in the introduction of 
Protoclassic traits, including wavy line motifs with resist or positive painting 
(Usulutan decoration), mammiform tetrapods, orange slipped wares, and first 
polychromes (Gifford 1976: 128). Recent studies, however, discern complex 
patterns of local development and interregional interaction, as well as the 
coexistence of so-called Protoclassic traits with Preclassic and Early Classic 
ones over a long period. Brady and colleagues (1998) suggest that, just around 
75 BC, Maya potters from the northwestern peninsula all the way to the Pasión 
region, the central lowlands, and western Belize began to experiment with 
gloss orange slip and lighter paste while the waxy slip and darker paste of the 
Late Preclassic ceramics remained in use. Tetrapods (four-legged ceramics) also 
appeared during this period. Around AD 150 a kind of glossy orange slip and 
white-to-buff undersurface, some with polychrome decoration, developed at 
the same time as large mammiform tetrapods. These features coexisted with 
other Early Classic traits as late as AD 400. Importantly, waxy Chicanel wares 
may have persisted instead of, or alongside, these Protoclassic/Early Classic 
traits until around AD 400 in some areas, including Coba and Dzibilchaltun 
in the north, the Pasion region, and the southeastern Peten (Laporte 1995; 
Lincoln 1985). 

Tzakol and related ceramic complexes correspond to Early Classic ceramics 
in the central lowlands, now characterized by new glossy wares (Fig. 4.11). 
Most polychromes were plates or bowls with ring base and basal flange, dec- 
orated with animal or supernatural figures and geometric motifs painted in 
red and black. During the fourth century, Teotihuacan influence introduced 
tripod cylinder vessels, often with black slip or stucco painting. In the Late 
Classic period, Tepeu and related ceramics began to dominate in the central 
and southeastern lowlands, the Pasión region, and western Belize (Rice and 
Forsyth 2004) (Fig. 4.12). Common forms included red-slipped, medium-sized 
jars with a concave bottom, which the Maya used to Carry water and other 
liquids by placing them on the head. (Today, Maya women still use vessels of 
the identical shape, though most of these containers are now made of plastic.) 
Miniature bottles contained tobacco powder, pigments, and other materials. 
Polychrome ceramics of this period often had a creamy underslip that per- 
mitted a greater range of color. Their shapes included round-sided bowls and 
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Figure 4.11. Tzakol ceramic vessels (Smith 1955, figs. 10, 20, and 25, courtesy of the 
Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University). 
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Figure 4.12. Tepeu ceramic vessels (Smith 1955, figs. 33, 39, 55, and 62, courtesy of 
the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University). 
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tripod plates. The height of Maya ceramic artistry occurs as vase paintings 
on cylinders of the seventh and eighth centuries. Famous examples include 
polychrome vessels produced at the so-called “Ik” site and the Naranjo region, 
as well as the “codex-style” vessels with black lines over a cream base made in 
the Mirador Basin. 

In the Late Classic there is clear evidence of growing regional diversity 
in ceramic styles. At Piedras Negras, for example, potters developed poly- 
chromes with resist techniques. Areas around Palenque were known for fine 
paste ceramics of brown and gray colors (Rands 1987). Fine Gray Ware from 
this area began to be traded into other parts of the lowlands during the eighth 
century (Foias and Bishop 1997). Copan and the southeastern area maintained 
its distinct ceramic tradition from the Preclassic period. Their Copador poly- 
chrome of the Late Classic period lacked the finesse of the central-lowland 
counterparts, but a specular hematite red imparted a distinct “look” to the 
ceramics, which glittered in oblique light. The northern lowlands diverged 
from its southern neighbors by developing a unique tradition characterized by 
Slate Ware with waxy gray to brown slip. 


Stone Tools 


In the virtual absence of metal, the Maya made various types of tools from 
stone. Their types and frequencies reflect variable access to materials by geo- 
graphical region and social group, as well as local traditions, but their chrono- 
logical changes are not as noticeable as those of ceramics. The Maya made 
cutting tools mainly from locally available chert and obsidian im 
the highlands (Fig. 4.13). Use-wear analysis by Kazuo Aoyama ( 
ers show that their shapes and use do not follow any One-to-one correlation 
(Fig. 4.14). Many chipped-stone artifacts were multipurpose tools. A common 
type of chert tool was the oval biface, employed in cutting wood 
stone for construction or digging soil for farming. Points may have i 
as knives and spear points. Many unretouched flakes also function 
tools. 

A vast majority of obsidian artifacts were prismatic blades which s d 
all-purpose cutting tools. The blade technique allowed the ee 
use this imported material with high efficiency, Some blad 
embedded in wooden or bone handles, but many were held d 
small number of obsidian points and macroblades, especially 
shape, such as the so-called “eccentrics,” were associated st 
(Fig. 4.15). Basalt, jade, and other hard st 
Attached to wooden handles or used as ch 
stone for elite sculpture. 

Every household needed at least one grinding stone ( 
Rovner and Lewenstein 1997). The common names fort 
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Figure 4.13. Range of lithics from Aguateca: (a-e) obsidian; (a-b) prismatic blades; 
(c) polyhedral core fragment, (d) prismatic blade point; (e) percussion flake; (f-j) chert; 
(f-g) bifacial points: (h) oval biface; (i) drill; (j) bifacial thinning flake (drawings by 


Kazuo Aoyama). 
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Figure 4.14. Use-wear on stone tools observed under a high-power microscope: (a) 
parallel striations on an obsidian blade from cutting wood; (b) polish and parallel 
striations on a chert bifacial point from cutting bone (courtesy of Kazuo Aoyama). 


manos and metates, are not the original Maya terms but are later adoptions 
from Spanish and Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs and other peoples. 
Large basin-shape metates made of limestone were probably used primarily for 
grinding maize. Metates made of harder imported stone, such as basalt, typically 
possessed flat grinding surfaces supported by tripods; they tended to be smaller 
than limestone ones and appear to have been used in grinding food, medicine, 
pigments, and clay. 


Other Artifacts 


Hand-molded ceramic figurines were nearly absent during the Early Classic 
period. A small number of mold-made figurines were limited mostly to elite 
funerary contexts. During the Late Classic period figurines regained popularity 
in both elite and nonelite contexts. Many combined techniques of molding 
and hand-modeling and depicted human and animal figures. A large portion 
of them were hollow and were to be played as whistles or ocarinas (Triadan 
2007). In addition to such whistles, the Maya made various types of musical 
instruments. Archaeologists have found flutes and multichambered whistles 
made of ceramics and shell trumpets, but other wind instruments were likely 
shaped of wood. Drums included smaller, handheld versions made of ceramics 
and larger ones made of wood. Other instruments could be made of turtle 
carapaces, bone rasps, and wooden rattles, lending percussion and rhythm to 
Classic Maya music. 

Bone tools included pointed objects generally called awls, which may have 
been used for textile, basket, and leather working. Some bone needles had 
an eye for threading. Stingray spines with ragged edges were used in blood- 
letting, and the Maya also made imitations of such exotic and fragile objects 
out of bone and jade. Spindle whorls for spinning threads were fashioned 
of stone, clay, reused ceramic sherds, and possibly other perishable materials, 
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Figure 4.15. Chert eccentric, Late Classic period, Dumbarton Oaks Research Library 
and Collections, PC.B.589 (M. Miller and Martin 2004, pl. 82; copyright Dumbarton 
Oaks, Pre-Columbian Collection, Washington, DC). 


including wood. In some cases, the whorls may have served as flywheels for 
drills (Kovacevich 2007). 

An important material for ornaments was jade. The Maya sawed and pol- 
ished this hard material into statues, pendants representing anthropomorphic 
and zoomorphic motifs, hanging celts, tubes, and beads. Various greenstones 
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Figure 4.16. Wooden box, Tortuguero area, Mexico, AD 681; 
Library of Congress (copyright Justin Kerr). 
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Kislak Collection, 
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were used for similar purposes. Other ornaments were made of alabaster, 
pyrite, ceramics, bone, and shell. Ceremonial attire, such as headdresses, often 
joined durable with perishable materials, including feather, cloth, and leather. 
Pyrite was also sawn and polished as mosaic pieces that could be fitted into 
circular or rectangular mirrors. Many other objects made of delicate or organic 
materials did not survive in the tropical environment, from codices made of 
bark to a variety of textiles, leather objects, and wooden artifacts and furniture. 
A small number of wooden statues, wooden bowls, and textile fragments sur- 
vived in exceptionally rare contexts, including well-sealed or packed tombs, 
dry caves, and cenotes (Coggins 1992). These give some hint of a disappeared 
but abundant set of artifacts (Fig. 4.16). 


CLASSIC MAYA SOCIETY 


Changes in politics and material culture during the transit of the Classic period 
were closely tied to demographic trends. The pattern in the Early Classic period 
is still problematic because of uncertainties in ceramic chronology, but in many 
areas outside of the central lowlands the population appears to have declined 
from Late Preclassic levels. The political fortune of individual dynasties clearly 
affected this process. For example, the population at Caracol grew substantially 
after it (or its allies) defeated Tikal (A. Chase and D. Chase 1989). The Late 
Classic period witnessed a rapid increase in population throughout the Maya 
lowlands. Surveys at various sites and in intersite areas show that population 
growth was exponential. Many previously unoccupied or sparsely inhabited 
areas were filled in, and numerous new dynasties and other political powers 
emerged. The absolute population is difficult to estimate, but some studies 
suggest that, at Tikal, it reached roughly sixty thousand, and the same or larger 
can be imagined for Calakmul and other first-rank cities (Culbert et al. 1990). 

Yet, for all the dynamism of their history and the diversity by region, the 
Classic Maya maintained cultural continuity over time, sharing practices and 
ideas across a wide area. The material and historical setting is now in place. 
The moment has come to “interview” indirectly the people who composed 
Classic Maya society, its kings and nobility, gods and queens, and, not least, its 
farmers, traders, and artisans. 


PART II 


SOCIAL ACTORS 


CHAPTER 5 


KINGS AND QUEENS, COURTS AND PALACES 


KINGS AND GOVERNANCE 


For the Classic Maya, kings were highly visible in imagery and texts. Ifa stela 
displayed a person, it was likely a ruler; ifa pot showed a building, it was almost 
always a palace, where rulers received gifts and gave commands. The visibility 
of kings provides an opportunity for scholars, along with a challenge. Detailed 
records give a sense of personality and intention available for few other people 
of the time. But, in all likelihood, kings were not the only ones to play a 
role in governance or decision making. Some kings “governed,” others simply 
“reigned,” presiding over events they did not control (Evans-Pritchard 1971: 
117; de Jouvenel 1959; Flathman 1980). No amount of unearned, institutional 
or hereditary authority could compensate for deficits in charisma and ingenuity 
(Lindholm 1990). Yet the Maya clearly found much to value in hereditary 
kingship. The limited pool of candidates risked the chance of untalented 
rulers. The advantage was that, as kings passed away, predictable inheritance 
offered stability during changes of office, facilitated by a doctrine of sacred, 
legitimating essence that separated rulers from other beings (Houston and D. 
Stuart 1996: 295). The physical setting of royal courts assisted that task by 
providing an enduring and enlargeable infrastructure for the kings and their 


families, courtiers, and servants. 


THE AJA’ 


The basic concept of kingship was an ancient term, ajaw, “lord,” traceable 
back to the beginning of Mayan languages (Fig. 5.1). There is a suspicion, not 
yet confirmed by historical linguistics, that the term arose from an agentive 
particle, *aj, or “a being connected with,” and a term for “shouting,” *aaw 
(Kaufman and Norman 1984: 139; also Houston and Stuart 1996: fn. 3). This 
calls to mind an oratorical term for rulership in regions like Postclassic central 
Mexico, where tlalitodni, a title for lordship, also meant “speaker” (Karttunen 
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Figure 5.1. Maya glyphs for ajaw, “lord”: (a) El Cayo Panel 1: M16; (b) and (c) Piedras 
Negras Panel 2: N1, J’3; and (d) Copan Hieroglyphic Stairway, Step XIII (drawing by 
Stephen Houston). 


1983: 266). The sign for ajaw appears as early as the third century BC (Saturno 
et al. 2006: 1282). Whether it held the same meaning as later examples is 
unproven, however. Preclassic Maya texts can scarcely be read, and only a few 
inscriptions reveal more than a name or two (Schele and Miller 1986: 119- 
20; cf. Mora-Marin 2001). By the Early Classic period, at least, ajav becomes 
more interpretable. It attached to particular places or to stages of life as a means 
of distinguishing one lord from another: thus, mutul-ajaw, “lord of Tikal” or 
perhaps, winik-ha’b-ajaw, “lord of a 20-year span” (e.g., Tikal Stela 31: oe 
I4, C. Jones and Satterthwaite 1982, fig. 51; D. Stuart and Houston 1994: n 
5). The title was always a noun, the term for “lord,” preceded by an adjective 
of varying sort. Only later, towards the end of the Early Classic, did it acquire 
a third element, separating the ruler from others who held gia status. Rulers 
were now k’uhul, “holy” or “sacred” (Houston and Stuart 1996: 295) Perhon 
a simple change in rhetoric, the addition could also signal real shifts in the 
conceptual basis of rule. 

Underlying the ajaw title was a set of myths that expressed itself clearly by the 
Early Classic period. These myths were of a young lord with a Besa Sie 
corresponds to one of the Hero Twins of Maya myth (M. Coe 1989: 167-8) 
The Hero Twins represented energetic youths of great cunning alia bested 
the lords of death (Fig. 5.2). As such they exemplified the most worthy kind of 
king: ingenious, tenacious, active, fearless. The young lord with a spot on his 
cheek — and, more rarely, with three dots connected to the Maya solar deity, a 
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Figure 5.2. Hero Twins in Late Classic imagery, Boston Museum of Fine Arts (K1892, 
MFA 1993.565, copyright Justin Kerr). 


god connected to rule — embodied dominion over humans, whereas his twin, 
with jaguar markings on his body, personified lordship over animals (Taube 
2003: 472, 487). The widespread use among Classic kings of “‘theonyms,” 
names acquired on accession that refer to particular deities in motion or state- 
of-being, underscores the means by which rulers likened themselves to gods, if 
not quite claiming to be deities themselves (Houston and Stuart 1996: 295; also 
Colas 2004: 266-77). The fact that rulers had personal names, some of which 
continued in use after accession, suggests that “tying the headband” (one of 
several expressions for elevation to the throne) resulted in a redefinition or 
augmentation of identity: before, purely human (if elite); afterwards, avatars 
of gods. Their descent from distant founders, some with godly biographies 
and lifetimes of impossible length, underscored their unique propensity to rule 
(Martin and Grube 2008: 70; Schele 1992). At Tamarindito, Guatemala, the 
founder is evidently a lordly star-being, a line of descent presumably not shared 
with peasants at the site (Houston 1993, figs. 4-5, 4-17). 

Many ajaw titles correspond to the so-called “emblem glyph,” a claim of 
sacred dominion by one person at any one time over a particular location 
(Fig. 5.3). In origin, the title was thus toponymic or geographically oriented, 
although it seemed later to gain a more diffuse or abstract sense of “rule 
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over such-and-such an area.” There could be several ajaw in one generation, 
and perhaps this more inclusive category embraced all offspring of rulers. 
But, with very rare exceptions, only one living person could use a particular 
emblem title. Occurrences of multiple holders, as at Copan, reflected unusual 
circumstances. Some of the titles were assigned to deities who “sat” in high 
office with a human ruler (David Stuart, personal communication, 1998). 
Others referred to rulers who were probably kin but living at different sites. 
At places like Palenque and Tortuguero or Tikal and Dos Pilas, each set with 
joint use of emblems, there were no guarantees that these lords enjoyed good 
relations. Indeed, quite to the contrary: most were adversaries (Martin and 
Grube 2008: 165). A few sites with ragged succession, in fraternal line or other 
arrangements, may accord the “holy lord” title to such brothers, with a hint 
of corulership or, in less strong form, primus inter pares (“first among equals”) 
for the eldest (e.g., Palenque Palace Tablet, L15; Greene Robertson 1985, fig. 
259). In much the same way, the later texts and imagery of Caracol, Belize, 
emphasizes joint, almost equal displays of dynasts (A. Chase et al. 1991: 13). 
One altar presents the captives of a person using the high title of bakab (see 
Section titled “Emblems and Regional Variety”). More telling, the expression 
used to record his general age usually appears with kings, not underlings. Yet 
the very same altar identifies the supervisor of these captures as a living ruler 
of Caracol. The late date of the sculpture and the surprising emphasis on a 
secondary figure hint at local fractures in royal authority towards the end of 
the Classic period (Martin and Grube 2008: 99). This phenomenon, of elites 
surfacing in monumental displays once reserved for kings, has been widely 
noted by other scholars (e.g., Webster 2002: 138-9). 

There was an intermediate position between a king ruling one site only and 
those reigning at different sites, despite laying claim to the same title. Attested 
in areas of relatively open terrain, this pattern developed when a single king 
reigned over several communities. In the Petexbatun region of Guatemala, the 
same lord appears at sites like Aguateca and Dos Pilas (Houston 1993: 116-21). 
The last known king elected to focus on Aguateca alone, perhaps for defensive 
reasons, as Dos Pilas had, because of topography, poor potential as a redoubt 
(Inomata et al. 2001). Prior to that time, however, these places may have served 
as seasonal residences for the king and his court or as special-service locale for 
particular rituals (Ball and Taschek 2001). It is striking, for example, that Dos 
Pilas has a ballcourt and Aguateca does not. Another example occurs in and 
around Pomona, Tabasco, including a hilltop settlement known as Panhale 
(Anaya Hernandez 2002; Garcia Moll 2005: 21-2, fig. 2-1). Several distinct 
sites show rule by the holy pakbul lord, a title associated with what must have 
been a single kingdom. The impression is that the rulers deliberately selected 
a variety of terrain for their settlements, some defensive, others less so, or near 
bodies of water that could be controlled from certain positions. Agricultural 
studies may eventually show that multiple royal seats of this sort responded to 
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Figure 5.3. Selection of emblem titles, 
Copan dynasty, eighth century AD: (a) mol- 
ded pot, area of Quirigua, Guatemala 
(photograph from Michael Coe); (b) and 
(c) blocks from the Hieroglyphic Stairway, 
Copan (courtesy of the Peabody Museum 
of Archaeology and Ethnology, copyright 
the President and Fellows of Harvard 
University). 


a mosaic of potentials for local plant growth or favored foods. An alternative is 
simply that, through many residences, they extended the royal presence to as 
many locations as possible, recalling the pattern of peripatetic kingship known 
in Medieval Europe and as late as Charles V of Spain (Adamson 1999b: 11). 
The region near Zapote Bobal, Guatemala, is another such area with what 
may be multiple settlements ruled by one king, the hix-witz-ajaw or “feline- 
hill” lord (Fitzsimmons 2006; D. Stuart 2003). His royal line favored a simple 
statement of lordship and did not describe itself generally as “holy.” This leads 
to the unanswered question of how such epithets were acquired or assigned 
and whether they corresponded to some subtle hierarchy of rulers. 


EMBLEMS AND REGIONAL VARIETY 


Every year, more inscriptions are discovered in the center, margins, and polit- 
ical interstices of the Yucatan Peninsula where the compaction of kingdoms 
is greatest. Those finds, along with renewed scrutiny of eroded monuments, 
contribute to a growing list of emblems (Martin and Grube 2008: 19). A few 
pertain to “lost sites,” documented in texts but not yet connected to places 
(Grube 2004b). Future fieldwork will doubtless fill the gaps, yet the absence 
of emblems at certain cities in Yucatan, Campeche, and Quintana Roo poses 
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another challenge. Perhaps the holes in coverage express variation in the nature 
of rulership or distinct notions of what was worth recording. The difficulty 
in picking one explanation over the other comes from the usual dilemma in 
archaeology of inferring broad conclusions from a small number of texts or 
assuming that few inscriptions equate to few or no kings. 

Even known emblems display great and often baffling variety. Several titles 
indicate “holiness” yet fail to specify that someone was an ajaw, at least in 
the main royal epithet (Houston 1986). Others emphasize the ajaw title but 
not the property of sacrality, except for certain rulers. The dynasty of Itzan, 
Guatemala, had a few kings who boasted of being “holy,” others who only 
labeled themselves as ajaw of that kingdom (Houston 20074). This diversity is 
particularly pronounced in Yucatan and adjacent areas. A few places, very few 
given the intensity of settlement, displayed a full emblem. One would be Ek 
Balam, Yucatan, which had a k’uhul talol-ajaw, “holy talol lord,” but there, too, 
the use of the title is unpredictable: the same king could also be a mere talol- 
ajaw (Lacadena 2004; also Graña-Behrens 2006). Yucatan clearly had a distinct 
system of royal titles in that high titles occurred in some of the texts but prior 
to personal names, a practice that was the reverse order of texts in the southern 
Maya Lowlands (see below; Lacadena 2000). In contrast, Oxkintok, also in 
Yucatan, uses an unusual emblem that seems not even to contain an ajaw title 
(Garcia Campillo 1991, 1992). High lords of other sites, such as Xcalumkin, 
Campeche, go by a noble title, not a royal one, suggesting very different 
connotations of these titles, depending on region. Scholars are far from 
sorting out what this variety means and whether it expresses actual diversity of 
governance. 

In fact, increasing evidence points to broad shifts in political landscapes 
during the Classic period, and not just between regions but within them. At 
Altar de Sacrificios, not far from Itzan, later kings replaced an early emblem 
with a new one of wholly different form, as though a dramatic rupture had 
taken place (Houston 20074). Similar shifts may occur at Calakmul, Campeche, 
with consequences for the principal royal title, which went from a bat head 
to that of a snake, with profound differences in reading (Martin 2005: 7—8). 
Several examples attest to an historical process by which lords accrued two 
titles of lordship. This resembles the many labels used by Elizabeth II, who, 
because of vagaries in empire, reigns as Queen of Great Britain and Queen of 
Canada, Australia, and so forth. For the Maya Yaxchilan is the clearest analogy. 
Early lords declared themselves to be pa’-chan-ajaw, lords of the “split-sky” 
place, a location associated with Yaxchilan; they only intermittently added a 
second, as yet, undeciphered title of lordship (Martin 2004: 6). At times, rulers 
at the nearby site of Bonampak also employed two separate titles of lordship 
along with clear references to their settlement as the “hill of the vulture,” sii 
witz (David Stuart, personal communication, 2005). Dominion flowed over 
more than a single location and, in these examples, could extend to multiple 
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kingdoms. Although joined in the person of one king, the kingdoms retained 
their distinct identities. This applied equally to a shadowy set of regional terms, 
7 tzuk and 13 tzuk, which stipulated broader divisions (tzuk) of the Maya world 
beyond the limits of particular polities (Chapter 1, Beliaev 2000: 76). 

Alliances can shift, too, in ways openly acknowledged by Maya rulers, with 
dramatic evictions of unlucky kings. A vivid if periodically ambiguous case 
comes from Dos Pilas, Guatemala, as recorded in recently recovered fragments 
of Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 (Fahsen 2002; Guenter 2003, with emendations by 
Houston). First, the great dynasty of Calakmul hit hard at the king of Dos Pilas, 
Bahlaj Chan K’awiil or Ruler 1, who scurried into exile at Aguateca, some few 
kilometers to the southwest. The Calakmul ruler then assaulted Tikal, a cousin 
dynasty of Dos Pilas, and entered into contact with the rulers of Cancuen to 
the south of Dos Pilas. A brief truce ensued, negotiated at a place that may 
be the same as the large site of Yaxha, in Guatemala. The regional powers did 
allow Dos Pilas to battle towards the south at a place called Koban (in the Alta 
Verapaz of Guatemala?) and possibly against Machaquila, where the rulers of 
Dos Pilas took captives in the process (Ciudad and Lacadena 2006). But the 
ruler of Tikal clearly did not approve of this entente with Calakmul. According 
to the text, he attacked the city of Dos Pilas, forcing its Ruler 1 into exile once 
more and engendering a crucial shift in alliance. The site of Dos Pilas burned, 
along with some of its allies. The king of Tikal pursued Ruler 1 from place 
to place yet the hostilities eventually ended: the ruler of Tikal found defeat 
at a site called Pulil, his “Waterloo,” allowing Ruler 1 to return to Dos Pilas. 
Twenty-three days later there appear, in brutal phrasing, “hills of skulls” and 
“pools of blood,” indicating severe problems, perhaps death, for the lord of 
Tikal. The king of Calakmul performed a ritual dance attended by Ruler 1, a 
true survivor who soon commemorated his third k’atun (twenty-year) span as 
ruler. The Stairway projects a view of the king of Dos Pilas as a tenacious and 
flexible figure, but the overall hero is his overlord, the “king of kings” of the 
Maya, Yuknoom Ch’e’n (Martin and Grube 2008: 109). 

From this and much other evidence it is certain that Classic Maya kings 
knew of distant rulers. In this respect, the most revealing are two sets of texts 
at Copan and Ceibal (D. Stuart 1993: 339, fig. 6). At Copan, on Stela A, four 
lords from Copan, Tikal, Calakmul, and Palenque bear some connection to 
particular kinds of sky, linked — weirdly — to tails, wood, a deer hoof and an 
unidentified element; directional signs follow but in unclear relation to the 
kings. Almost ethereal in content, the inscription concludes with an account 
of the opening and sealing of holes or caches during a key calendrical rite. 
In contrast, Ceibal Stela 10, dated more than a hundred years later, to AD 
849, mentions the local king and three foreign visitors from Tikal, Calakmul, 
and the Lake Peten Itza region (Fig. 5.4). Physically present at Ceibal — so the 
text tells us, anyway — each ruler comes to witness an important calendrical 
celebration. There is some overlap between the texts at Copan and Ceibal, 
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both of which focus on prestigious kings from far parts of the Maya region. 
Yet there is little proof that the stelae echo large-scale divisions of the Maya 
world by quadrant or sector, each presided over by a particular monarch (cf. J. 
Marcus 1976: 16-8). 

An enigmatic and fragmentary text from Altar de los Reyes, Campeche, 
sketches out yet another ordering of foreign lords, among them the rulers of 
Tikal, Palenque, Calakmul, Motul de San José, Edzna (as identified by David 
Stuart), and someone associated with the Mirador Basin, to judge from a title 
used in that zone (Sprajc 2003). Here, in all probability, the number of lords 
surpasses ten. Like Copan but unlike Ceibal, the rulers are identified by title 
rather than personal name, as though the more general designation interested 
the sculptors, not a precise reference to a particular king. In this, the texts 
recall the association in Maya texts, especially on pottery, between generally 
specified rulers and nocturnal, almost sinister aspects of the royal soul. These 
aspects, called wahy, were often composites of violent and dangerous forces 
or creatures and may have represented an indigenous theory of dreams — the 
word wahy means “sleep” in most Mayan languages — and, perhaps, of royal 
behaviors motivated by wild, animal-like urges that arise in the thrashings of 
dreams, when constraints drop and certain principles of the physical world no 
longer operate (Chapter 7, Houston and D. Stuart 1989; Grube and Nahm 
1994). The wahy references also avoid any link to specific rulers, leaving the 
suspicion that rulership at certain sites could be understood in the abstract, 
without reference to the personalities that occupied the throne. An image 
from Piedras Negras, in which a ruler sits within a cave and is surrounded 
by beings much like wahy, leads to the suspicion that these beings were also 
channels for oracular pronouncements and that rulers had to make pilgrimages 
or short trips to encounter messages from such beings (D. Stuart and I. Graham 
2003: 33). The cave of Naj Tunich, Guatemala, clearly served as a place of 
pilgrimage in Late Classic times and perhaps before, where rulers from many 
kingdoms visited and one youth, according to a painted text, came to “see 
the road [bih], see the wahy,” perhaps as some journey of spiritual growth 
and self-definition (Stone 1995, fig. 8-65d). Other caves, too, have texts that 
record visits, “arrivals” (huli) and “processions” (ani) by royalty or the kindling 
of fire with torches and sprinkling of incense at particular times (Stone 1995, 
fig. 4-89, 4-96, 4-97; Vogt and D. Stuart 2005: 160). A surprising find is the 
discovery that, at two different caves, one in Chiapas, another in Guatemala, 
paired figures celebrated an important calendrical celebration in AD 426, as 
though part of carefully orchestrated rituals across the Maya region (Houston 
2007b). It seems likely that Maya rulers valued and wore jaguar pelts not only 
because of the ferocity of the creature but because of its identity as a creature 
of liminality, a nocturnal cat identified with the night sky and one that 
water as few felines do (Taube 1994, fig. 6). 

There is a natural tendency in Maya studies to assume Parity between the 
holders of ajaw titles. In some ritual sense this might have been so in much 
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Figure 5.4. Ceibal Stela 10 (photograph by Ian Graham, I. Graham 1996, Corpus of 
Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 7, Part 1: 32, reproduced courtesy of the President 
and Fellows of Harvard College). 


the way that European kings addressed each other as “brothers” or close kin. 
But too much literalism can be misleading. A comparison between Tikal and 
the small settlement of Itzan shows sites ruled by people with emblems. Yet 
they exist at vastly different scales, Tikal sprawling over many hundreds of 
hectares, Itzan only a few. The surface of royal rhetoric masks great disparities 
in the nature of these settlements. A classic study by Martin and Grube (2008) 
works out the subtleties of unequal relationships during a time when one 
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dynasty, centered at Calakmul, Mexico, maneuvered aggressively to outflank 
Tikal, its main rival: Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 at Dos Pilas, discussed earlier, 
is but a small part of the story, which shows great, internal consistency. A 
holy lord could “belong” to another, in an intensely personal relationship that, 
as with some subordinate titles, outlasted the life of the overlord (Fig. 5.5; 
Houston and Mathews 1985, fig. 12; Martin and Grube 2008: 19). Mention of 
enemies prompted some sculptors and scribes to abridge the emblem. Lords 
were “holy” at home but only ajaw to their foes, without any designation of 
sacredness (Miller and Martin 2004: 183, pl. 101). Perhaps, in defeat, the act of 
capture stripped lords of this exalted quality. In reverse process, lords could rise 
from lower to ajaw status. Early in his career, a lord at Lacanha, Mexico, held 
a subordinate title (Miller and Martin 2004, pl. 34). Within a few decades, a 
text from the Bonampak murals confirms that he rose to ajaw through some 
undetermined process of promotion. The Maya were keenly aware of such 
changes. In retrospective accounts at Palenque, rulers who had taken paper or 
cloth headbands, hu’n, a pan-Maya insignia of authority, preceded a sequence 
of kings with overt claim to lordship, ajawlel (D. Stuart 20074). Again, this could 
be a minor matter of rhetoric, but it could also indicate a real promotion in 
status. Some such promotions were simply by claim, with the kings arrogating 
higher status. But a few examples may show the need for external warrant. 
At Copan and perhaps at Piedras Negras, rulers state that they voyaged to a 
building within a distant locale, perhaps Teotihuacan, to receive a legitimating 
object, the k’awiil (see Chapter 7 on this deity; also D. Stuart 2000: 490-4, fig. 
15.22; Marc Zender, personal communication, 2007). This recalls the ancient 
Mexican practice by which kings traveled to illustrious kingdoms to receive 
emblems of rule (Byland and Pohl 1994: 139-40; Olko 2005: 167-8). Among 
the Maya, lords may have needed such prestigious objects because they were 
founders, as at Copan, or because of problems in dynastic succession. A fresh 
start required powerful symbolic support that had to come from elsewhere. 
Such renovations may have been relatively common in periods of great 
violence between kings. At Palenque, a passage in the Temple of the Inscrip- 
tions refers to a time of troubles for the dynasty that culminates in an attack 
by Calakmul against the center of Palenque (Grube 1996; Martin and Grube 
2008: 160-1). The text laments the period in no uncertain language, for it is 
the time when “holy ladies [perhaps gods?] get lost, lords get lost” (satayi k’uhul 
ixik [2] satayi ajaw), after which things, perhaps tribute, are no longer given 
(ma’-yak’aw). But, in AD 615, the dynasty bounces back with the accession of 
a ruler, K’inich Janahb Pakal, a pivotal king of Palenque. As a broader point, it 
is likely that many Classic Maya accounts were structured much like the early 
colonial, Yucatecan count of periods, embroidered with events both good 
and bad. Pomona, Tabasco, has a comparable listing of periods, spread across 
different panels, but these in turn probably assembled snippets of information 
from day-to-day accounts, such as an extraordinary, daily record painted for 
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Figure 5.5. Statements of subordination: (a) column, AD 715, St. Louis Museum of 
Art column, 384:1978; and (b) Piedras Negras Stela 12: D16, (D. Stuart and I. Graham 
2003, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 9, Part 1: 62, reproduced courtesy 
of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


unknown reasons on an Early Classic wall at Uaxactun, Guatemala (A. Smith 
1950, figs. 45, 47). Certain days have no notations, indicating that, for the 
kings, little of consequence happened on those dates. 

References to overlordship show that some Maya kings were more pres- 
tigious and influential than others. A rough correlation exists between the 
prominence of a king and a particular title, read kaloomte’ although not fully 
explained. The title is often used at Tikal but only after the arrival of visitors 
from Teotihuacan, perhaps pointing to some introduction from a foreign source 
(e.g., Tikal Stela 4: B6). The title, too, has expansive geographical referents, 
with linkages to the four directions, lak’in (east), ochk’in (west), xaman (north), 
and nohool (south). Through time, it diffused in Maya inscriptions, as did an 
expression bakab, which appears to have meant “head of the earth” or even 
“hilltop” (Houston et al. 2006: 62-3). Exalted at first, both titles diminished 
in exclusivity through wide use. For example, by the later years of the Late 
Classic, the comparatively small site of Aguateca used it, perhaps to distinguish 
itself from a minor relative at an even smaller site, La Amelia (Houston 1993, 
fig. 4-24). The symbolic weight of this title may have continued in Yucatan, 
however: a king mentioned at Ek Balam, but from another unknown city, is 
called the “north kaloomte’” (Lacadena 2004). The northerly reference accords 
neatly with the actual location of Ek Balam towards the top of the Yucatan 
Peninsula. 

A title that does not lose its cachet is an epithet used by the later kings 
of Calakmul, yuknoom, “shaker.” In Maya texts, yuk, the verb in this title, 
describes the motion of earthquakes and, presumably, the tremors induced by 
strong kings (Martin 1997: 858; D. Stuart 2001). Nor can it be a coincidence 
that many kings take k’inich, a term for the Sun God, as part of their regnal 
names (Colas 2004: 250-63). The Sun God has an obvious centrality to daily 
life, the cynosure of everyday existence. In much the same way, queens had 
lunar associations, holding tenderly a rabbit linked in Maya thought to the 
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moon (Schele 1981: 108, fig. 10). The menstrual connection to the moon is 
obvious because of the length of lunation at a month or so, variable much 
like the onset of menstruation. In more abstract terms, the pairing might also 
reflect an idealized notion of balance and dualism within a larger pattern of 
asymmetry: the play of two bodies in the sky, dominant at different times, yet 
fundamentally unequal in powers of brightness. Possibly this expressed some 
notion of the appropriate, internal disposition of Classic Maya royal families. 


BECOMING AND BEING A KING 


Ascending to the throne means that two matters have to be decided: deter- 
mining who is eligible and making sure that ceremonies follow precedent or 
build on them in acceptable ways. An older comparative literature on divine 
kingship is still applicable in that it emphasizes accession as a process with 
several stages that serve to redefine identity and set the king apart from other 
beings (Fortes 1967; Goody [ed.] 1966; Richards 1961, 1969). This literature 
is also heavily functionalist, that is, willing to reduce cultural detail to part 
of a smoothly integrative system. It distinguishes, for example, between the 
“investiture” of kings with mystical duties and primordial covenants or con- 
tracts and the “installation” of rulers in substantive, read “practical,” offices 
(Fortes 1967). In fact, Maya rituals blended both title and function by saying 
that rulers could “sit” (chum) as a lord (ajaw), as a person with the property 
of being a lord (ajawil) or as someone discharging a particular office (ajawlel, 
kaloomte’l (Fig. 5.6, Houston and Stuart 2001: 59—61). The emphasis on office 
as opposed to a title appears to be relatively late, either because of changes 
in the rhetoric of kingship or because of real changes in the functions and 
operation of kingship. “Sitting” explains the importance assigned by Classic 
Maya to thrones and benches (teem) in buildings of the time. The painted 
decoration of one such accession structure, House E at Palenque, suggests a 
metaphor of “flower-house” for these locations, buttressed by the statement, 
just under a throne, that a ruler of Tonina “sits in a flower-house” (chumlaj 
nichte’naah, Martin and Grube 2008: 188). The flowers here are richly positive 
in association, linked to fine fragrance, color, paradise, and the eloquence of 
high lords and their “flowery speech,” a deeply rooted metaphor for formal 
rhetoric in Mesoamerica (Houston et al. 2006: 154). 

Other expressions, present at an early date, place great attention on ritual 
treatment of the royal head, especially in the tying (k’ahlaj) of a headband 
(D. Stuart 1996). “Tying” and “wrapping” is often a sacred practice in 
Mesoamerican and beyond, the treatment accorded to sacred bundles or other 
holy objects (Houston et al. 2006: 83; Stenzel 1968). At a few sites in the 
western Maya region, nobles were key participants in these rituals of “tying,” 
offering the headband to their king (Mathews 1980, fig. 9; Pérez Campa and 
Rosas Kifuri 1987: 768). The collective nature of this activity departs from 
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Figure 5.6. Royal accession at Bonampak, Panel 1 (drawing by Peter Mathews). 


more impersonal references elsewhere, where the headband is simply tied on 
the forehead, as though no clear agent did the binding. The headband was 
often adorned with jade jewels, usually three in number, depicting a deity that 
embodied paper or ritual cloth, known at some sites as the sak-hu’nal. One 
such jewel was found in situ at Aguateca, precisely matching, down to the drill 
marks for beads, all elements of the royal hu’n shown on contemporary stelae 
(Fig. 5.7, Inomata et al. 2002, fig. 12). Some jewels may have been made for 


Figure 5.7. Sak-hu ‘nal royal diadem from Aguateca (photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 
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certain kings as part of their accession regalia, a supposition supported by the 
close match between the style-date of an object and the chronology of royal 
reign. Others descended from earlier kings in the form of sacred objects that 
imparted legitimacy through their very possession. The smattering of Middle 
Formative, Olmec-style jades with later Maya texts are likely to have been 
recycled fetishes of this sort, almost certainly not understood in their original 
meaning by the Maya but injected with new import (Chapter 3, e.g., Coe 
1966). Not just regalia could be inherited. A cloak or tabard of Spondylus shell 
appears in one image of a king at Piedras Negras only to be buried, probably, 
with his successor, the shells long since dislodged from their perishable backing 
of textile or leather (M. Coe 1959, figs. 53—54; Houston et al. 2000, fig. $). 

What is known for the Maya is that few people could become kings, with 
overwhelming evidence that the father needed to be the holy lord. A few 
such heirs are depicted before their accession, all labeled the ch’ok-[place]- 
ajaw, “young lord of [such-and-such] a place” (D. Stuart and Houston 2001: 
66-7). The surprising feature of these depictions, from Dos Pilas and Piedras 
Negras in particular, is that the heirs thus shown did not appear to have come 
to power. At Dos Pilas, on the Late Classic Panel 19, the heir dominates a 
scene where, presumably, he let blood for the first time, his parents standing 
nearby while a kneeling figure, stingray spine in hand, helps with this painful 
act (Houston 1993, fig. 4-19; Miller and Martin 2004, fig. 1 1). Yet the image 
was hacked to pieces and dumped in a small mound group on the outskirts 
of the site, as though especially noxious to the new, disruptive groups who 
came after (Palka 1995: 234-48). A post-hoc representation at Palenque of 
the complex negotiations behind succession — the site is rife with dynastic 
predicaments, brother following brother, nephew after uncle — may occur on 
a damaged stucco from Temple 18 (Houston et al. 2006, fig. 5.11: D. Stuart 
2005: 152-3). As in most surviving statements of succession, the underlying 
concept was (z’akbu, “place in order,” an expression with a highly concrete 
form of reference, as though rulers were likened to physical objects serried 
in neat sequence. Other heirs may have been known as the “head youth,” 
baah-ch’ok (D. Stuart 2005: 38-40, 186, 187). Palenque is striking in that, alone 
among Classic sites, it shows secure evidence that when an elder brother came 
to the throne his younger brother, the itz’iin-winik, “younger brother person,” 
could claim both the title of holy lord of Palenque and sit in the office of 
“head-youth-ship,” baah-ch’oklel (Palace Tablet L12-K13). Nonetheless, that 
the heir himself commissioned the panel raises suspicions of a tendentious and 
self-serving narrative. 

Once a lord became a king two modes of existence awaited him, one 
static, the other dynamic. When acceding, the lord was “tied” as though a 
revered object; he “sat” in office or perched, as at Piedras Negras, on jaguar 
cushions within scaffolds, clutching a bag for incense. Here the ruler was 
quiescent, sacred, seeing and approving through his physical presence, the 
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Figure 5.8. Royal sight and agency, -ichnal and u-kabjiiy: (a) Aguateca Stela 1: D6, 
AD 741, (after I. Graham 1967, fig. 3); and (b) Palenque Tablet of the 96 Glyphs: A3, 
AD 783. 


-ichnal, but doing little more than encouraging with a gesture (Fig. 5.8a, 
Houston et al. 2006: 172-5). What the ruler saw, what lay in his field of 
vision, was what counted. That vision had power and influence nonetheless 
as part of a distinctive understanding of “sight” that emanated from human 
eyes and did not merely result from stimulation of the retina, as understood 
today (Houston et al. 2006: 163-70). The ruler’s vision extended outwards to 
envelop and validate activities in front of him. In this, the Classic Maya departed 
considerably from such concepts among contemporary Maya, who did not see 
such vision as privileged or restrictive (Hanks 1990: 92; D. Stuart 1997: 10). 
Many references to Maya kings simply state that their “image” or “body” is 
present, n-baah, or record, in a large number of inscriptions, that he is paying 
due attention to priestly functions of scattering incense (-chokow-ch’aaj). 

The ruler who presided as a sacred being could also operate in a more active 
mode. This is exemplified by an expression read u-kabjiiy, whose verbal root is 
probably related to words for working in cornfields and means to cultivate or 
plow after plants have been burned to prepare the surface. More generally, the 
root refers to the act of governing or watching over (Fig. 5.8b, Laughlin 1975: 
107; Laughlin 1988, I: 184; see D. Stuart 2005). The metaphor is revealing, 
for it compares in a direct way the work of kings with that of agricultural 
laborers. The ruler labors hard, one presumes, to public benefit, through a 
metaphor that would be broadly understood and appreciated. As a stratagem, 
the comparison of royal behaviour to the basic task of producing food recalls 
rhetoric in Madagascar, where kings root their exalted practices in common 
ones (Bloch 1985: 272; Houston et al. 2006: 7): whatever the Maya king did, he 
first prepared the “field” with an aim to “growing” and “harvesting his crops,” 
namely, presiding over courtly rituals that were anything but agricultural. But 
there is a risk in this phrasing in that rulers needed to walk a line between 
suggesting the primary value of their labors and indicating that others could 
do it too (Houston et al. 2006: 6-7). Many people may have danced (ak’taj), 
for example, but few with the elaborate costuming of kings (Grube 1992). 
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It is likely also that only lords could impersonate deities, a theme peppered 
throughout Maya imagery of the Classic period (Houston et al. 2006: 270-2). 
Yet there remains a pronounced diffidence about much royal rhetoric, with 
relatively few instances in which kings do anything directly, even in their more 
active phases: warriors “are captured” (chuhkaj), places “get burned” (puluyi, 
sacred objects “acquire shape” (patwani), periods of time “get completed” 
(tzutzuyi), rulers “receive” objects (ch’am). Rulers appear both central and 
removed, and it is only in the vibrant imagery of conflict and ballplay that 
great exertion comes to the fore. There, the ruler grabs the hair of captives, a 
key violation of a warrior's body, and his body slides along surfaces to strike a 
large rubber ball. 


QUEENS AND PRINCESSES 


Royal women had titles much like kings but with gender tags: thus, not kulul- 
[place]-ajaw, but ix-[place]-ajaw, ix- meaning, in Classic texts, “lady,” along 
with the general epithet of “lord,” ajaw. There was another, stand-alone form, 
ixik, to which adjectives could adhere, including “holy.” A very small number 
of females used the full emblem form. In these instances the likelihood is high 
that they were regarded as ruling queens, not just consorts (Martin and Grube 
2008: 159-61). An example of this rare category is a woman from Dos Pilas, 
Guatemala, who appeared to have resuscitated the royal line of Naranjo after a 
gap that is only slowly being filled with dynastic information (Skidmore 2007). 
A great deal of emphasis is placed on her arrival; one finds a verb ordinarily 
associated with the “arrival” of new moons and the subsequent birth of the 
young king of Naranjo. The identity of the father is missing, a clue that this 
queen, shown standing on captives and holding a plate of sacrifice, may have 
governed in her own right. Yet this lady is an anomaly that proves the rule: 
ruling queens were exceedingly rare among the Classic Maya, salient only in 
circumstances of dynastic turbulence, when lines came to an end or needed 
rejuvenation. 

An enigmatic quality of Maya imagery is that royal women, queens, consorts 
and princesses, obviously central to maintaining society over time, jckieved 
prominence only relatively late, with the first, unequivocal references appear- 
ing in the final decades of the Early Classic period (Fig. 5.9). Royal females may 
have become less visible on public occasions during the following Postclassic 
period. Bishop Landa noted, for example, that women did not take public 
stages and conducted their own ceremonies. This unique visibility of high- 
status women during the Late Classic can be interpreted literally as a hint that 
royal females were sequestered in harems prior to that date and that their “emer- 
gence into imagery and texts reflected a shift in gender roles” (R, Joyce 2000b: 
73—82). Various figurines represent women with elaborate headdresses, the 
attire most likely reserved for public ceremonies (Triadan 2007). High-ranked 
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Figure 5.9. Royal lady from unknown site, probably in Chiapas, Mexico (drawing by 
Nikolai Grube). 
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women probably played active roles in mass spectacles in front of a large audi- 
ence, although royal males took center stage (Inomata 2008). An alternative 
is suggested by the clear correlation between such visibility and increased ref- 
erences in Maya texts to royal parentage in both paternal and maternal lines. 
This may indicate a perceived need for impeccable genealogy on both sides, as 
though the pool of eligible candidates, enlarged by multiple lines of nobility 
descended from kings, required further restriction (Houston and D. Stuart 
1996: 295). Several important cities, such as Copan and Tonina, are notable 
for their evident lack of interest in royal females, or at least in recording much 
notice of them, with only a small number of such references attested (e.g., 
Schele and Miller 1986: 81-2). 

Yet structural explanations for the variable mention of royal women do 
little justice to the emotional resonances that seep out of Late Classic imagery. 
Royal females mattered deeply to the kings who commissioned sculptures, as 
can be gathered from the appearance of a lady offering a helmet to her son, 
Pakal the Great at Palenque (Martin and Grube 2008: 161); the paired stelae 
of rulers and consorts at Calakmul and El Perú, both usually in the guise of 
water-serpents (R. Joyce 2000b: 73-5; Ruppert and Denison 1943, pl. 49); and 
the many scenes on Maya polychrome pottery in which women sit close to the 
ruler on his throne, sometimes on the throne platform itself. Queens were, of 
course, necessary for the physical continuance of dynasties and created wealth 
for the dynasty through dowry and by making the textiles glimpsed in Classic 
imagery, as confirmed by the survival of weaving bones, puutz’, for certain 
queens (Houston and D. Stuart 2001: 64-6; see also Dacus 2005: R. Joyce 
1993: 261; Kellogg 2005: 40). The clustering of weaving implements at large 
compounds within sites like Copan hints that these were collective activities, 
involving more than one royal or noble woman (McAnany and Plank 2001: 
95-7). The bloodletting of royal ladies at Yaxchilan, in images redolent of 
pain and blood offering, confirms their role in central rituals of the dynasty 
(I. Graham and von Euw 1977: 43, $3, $5), as does their involvement in 
dressing kings for dance. At places like Bonampak, royal women seem to have 
been much concerned with bloody fluids, either in offering stingray spines to 
rulers or in collecting the blood of captives with Spondylus shells, as in Room 
2 of the Bonampak murals. To a noteworthy extent, women at Yaxchilan were 
involved in acts of conjuring, not just of any deity but K’awiil, a being associated 
with dynasty and rule (Chapter 7). And unlike living kings, the women could 
be described outright as deities. The relative obscurity of women in Earl 
Classic times changed to unique exaltation (Houston and D. Stuart 1996: e 
D. Stuart et al. 1999). l 

An affecting set of images and texts from Late Classic Piedras Negras shows 
the prominence of some queens and princesses (Fig. 5.10; D, Shik: 198 sa 
fig. 1; D. Stuart and I. Graham 2003: 18, 26). The texts are found on ete 
Spondylus shells from the tomb of Ruler 3 of Piedras Negras and in a Series of 


Kings and Queens, Courts and Palaces 149 


Figure 5.10. Queen and princess on Piedras Negras Stela 3 (D. Stuart and I. Graham 
2003, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 9, Part 1: 26, reproduced courtesy 
of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


stelae he commissioned for a platform in front of what is probably the burial 
pyramid of his father, Ruler 2. The queen, Lady “K’atun” Ajaw, was a princess 
from a site near the San Pedro Martir River, some fifty kilometers from Piedras 
Negras. Brought as a bride for the heir, she seems to have been “covered,” 
perhaps a rite to signal or recognize the onset of menstruation. This happened 
under the supervision of her future father-in-law, Ruler 2 of Piedras Negras. 
There must have been some haste. The king died a short time later and, in 
his lifetime, had clearly wished to wed his son, Ruler 3, to a girl he found 
acceptable. (There is a hint that his wife also came from Lady “K’atun” Ajaw’s 
home city.) Ruler 3 must have been pleased with his bride, for she received her 
own throne some years after giving birth to a young princess, Juun Tahn Ahk, 
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“Guarded Turtle.” The image in which the child lovingly rests her arm on her 
mother’s knee is one of the most touching in Classic imagery. The stelae that 
show the queen are at once public, on massive sculptures, and private, facing 
back to the royal palace where she may have spent much of her adult life. In 
one respect, however, these tender accounts differ little from other sites. The 
most desirable matches were often of princesses from foreign houses: Cancuen 
gave a bride to Dos Pilas, Dos Pilas to Naranjo, Calakmul to El Perú, and so 
on. Scholars have known for some time that the more important the site, the 
less likely it was to extol such connections: the treasured marital bond of one 
dynasty was another's déclassé necessity (see Flemming [1973] and Holmgren 
[1991] for comparative evidence). The calculations behind such links must 
have been carefully judged, with cost weighed against benefit. Only rarely, as 
at Piedras Negras, does an apparent depth of emotion enhance what must have 
been convenient arrangements of policy. 


COURTLY SOCIETY AND AULIC CULTURE 


Classic kings did not, of course, live in ether. Their physical and social setting 
lay at the core of Maya life as an aesthetic and political production (Fig. 5.11). 
A useful way of understanding this setting is in terms of a “court,” a label that 
describes where kings live, called “palaces” after the Palatine Hill in Rome that 
housed the imperial family. “Court” also corresponds to a tangle of human rela- 
tionships that existed within the physical court. An argument can be made that 
courts served as the primary units of rule and governance in Classic Maya soci- 
ety (Inomata and Houston 2001). They motivated the concentration of people 
that we call “cities” and orchestrated an elaborate tournament of competition, 
largesse, and consumption that played out around the king, his family, and his 
associates. Naturally, “courts” are not the only way to describe Maya polities. 
Others might speak, for example, of “states” or “archaic states,” “chiefdoms” 
or “middle-range” societies, assigning a particular kingdom to one of these 
categories depending on the degree to which elites were entrenched and how 
such elites and their functionaries operated (Trigger 2003: 46-51). The terms 
are well-grooved in anthropological archaeology, with ardent exponents and 
many detractors (e.g. Yoffee 2005: 22-31). 

Yet, to refresh discussion, Mayanists may need a slightly different emphasis. 
Kings are highly visible in the Classic period, as are their palaces. Focusing on 
them is a logical step that happens also to emphasize the personalities, motives 
and aesthetics of rule (Adamson 1999a: 100-8; Duindam 1994; Wortman 199 h 
2000). Wide study of kings, palaces, and the people and practices around hem 
indicates that courts are, above all, about a monarch, a central human pivot 
however he or she is described and however weak or strong that ruler ai 
be. People we might call “courtiers” defer to, seek contact with, or attempt 
to control and influence that pivot according to elaborate rules of etiquette 
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Figure 5.11. View of courtly life, Bonampak Murals, Room 1 (painting by Heather 
Hurst with Leonard Ashby, courtesy of Mary Miller, Bonampak Murals Documenta- 
tion Project, Yale University). 


and expectation (Burke 1990). There must be something at stake in such 
strivings, whether prestige or tangible resources, along with a solid sense of 
hierarchy, both how to use it and how to flex it. The outer trappings of 
these maneuvers — the buildings, clothing, fragrances, and foods — are not 
simply stage furniture or theatrical space. In a sense, they participate in the 
flux of a court, marking meaning, channeling movement and sight, allowing 
people in, and keeping others out. But the degree of porosity changes from 
court to court, reign to reign: a presentable appearance allowed entrance to 
some courts, whereas that boundary hardened considerably in others, with 
elaborate vetting of petitioners. The Austrian dynasty in early modern Spain 
was particularly austere in this respect, much of it imitating the ceremonious 
standards of its ancestors in the Burgundian court (Armstrong 1977; Redworth 
and Checa 1999: 47—51). Trappings are important in another way in that they 
impress when they need to, which is often, and express in long-lasting form 
the values of the court (Brown and Elliott 1980: 31-40; Burke 1992: 18-37). 
The degree of distinction between bureaucrats and courtiers varies from 
one society to another, with historic China representing an example of a 
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marked division between their functions and spaces. In the Classic Maya court, 
this distinction was most likely blurred and in some aspects comparable to 
historic European courts and the Heian court of Japan (Inomata 2001c). So 
were administrative duties and the person and spiritual role of the ruler. As 
an analytic concept, court stresses the human dimension of rule: the family 
members, near, far, even fictive; courtiers, including “favorites”; servants and 
those generally in attendance; dwarves, fools, and the deformed, who played 
roles as friends and amusements for royalty; slaves and, in intermittent contact, 
purveyors of goods and services; allies of varying fidelity; and, in replications 
across the landscape, the smaller courts of magnates and lesser nobility or 
elites (Otto 2001). Whatever their scale, wherever they appear, courts function 
rather like households, where procreation, production, and consumption take 
place. In fact, the term “great household” has been used to describe precisely 
such sprawling establishments in Medieval Europe (Woolgar 1999: 8—14; also 
Elias 1983: 41-3; Neuschel 1988), with implications for some settlements in 
Mesoamerica, which seem to represent, in essence, large royal establishments 
(Sanders and Webster 1988: $24). 

Courts are more than that, too. They celebrate marked, unusual forms 
of such activities — the downfall of rulership is its leveling with other kinds 
of existence (Geertz 1977). Consider that by general tendency, a monarch’s 
activity typifies human action yet deviates from it. A royal birth, like any 
other, involves passage down the pelvic canal. But in hereditary systems the 
emergence ofa potential heir has political implications, as does the introduction 
ofa new royal being, a figure of promise and imminent expense. (By definition, 
monarchs and elites cost a great deal; that is, per capita they tend to consume a 
disproportionate share of resources.) When the king dies, he expires like other 
mortals. If a sacred personage, however, his death shakes society, inducing 
anxieties about change and continuity not prompted by other deaths (Houston 
and D. Stuart 1996: 289-90). Even food takes on a different significance: 
a monarch’s meal or conversation with embassies resembles other suppers, 
other talk, but with large matters at stake, and with a need to distinguish 
such meals, through special dishes and servings, from those eaten by others 
(Houston et al. 2006: 103; Yang 1994). There is no clear way to reconstruct 
the orchestral arrangements of courtly musicianship beyond studies of the 
tones certain instruments could produce, yet the careful organization of such 
musicians points to elaborate productions and the use of people gifted in voice 
(Houston et al. 2006: 256-67; M. Miller 1988). 

It is the conceit of most people that their own society functions smoothly, 
that rules, when established, are followed and that rule-breakers receive just 
chastisement. Yet, what is known historically of courts, regardless of setting, is 
that they were — and still are — places of paradox, tension, and dynamism. They 
embody order yet foment discord and competition. For example, the prudent 
ruler wants information from the outside world, as the isolation tends to 


Kings and Queens, Courts and Palaces 


deprive the monarch of the necessary background for momentous decisions. 
But he or she eschews open or unrestricted contact, which devalues the 
prestige of royal appearances (Adamson 1999b: 7). Scarcity breeds a sense of 
worth to the extent that most courts can be understood as engines for creating 
exclusivity. Nor do courtiers or servants necessarily want information to flow 
freely, which would thwart their own designs as they monitor and contest 
access to rulers (Boyden 1995; Elliott 1999; Loades 1986: 45). This is precisely 
what accounts for the outsized influence of certain servants, low-status in some 
respects, powerful in others (Adamson 1999b: 16; French 2003: 24). Courts are 
equally paradoxical in that they approximate the shape of families yet include 
many associates, even intimates, with no blood ties or affinal relationships to 
the ruler. Hemorrhaging resources, courts tend to attract or generate a sprawl 
of personnel, formally recognized or informally attached, some barely familiar 
or even unknown to the ruler (Loades 1986: 45). Such tissues of interaction 
would naturally differ by size of court: an estimate exists for about seventeen 
hundred people at the court of Philip IV of Spain, and, for the Austrian 
Hapsburgs, between five hundred persons in the time of Maximilian I to 
approximately twenty-five hundred under Charles VI (Duindam 1999: 168; 
Elliott 1989: 145). 

Even wealth ebbs and flows. Most courts will hoard treasure and works of 
mystery and value — for Maya royalty, woven cloth, chocolate, greenstone, 
regalia, mirrors, and mosaics — but also ship them out as gifts to spread wealth 
among followers and eminent visitors. Strain arises from calibrating the need 
for gifts against the chance of depleting palace holdings. Making a good widely 
available will also reduce its value, so placing valuables in tombs or caches could, 
among other reasons, enhance their scarcity. In Classic society, outward flow 
needed to be offset by contributions of tribute from subordinate lords. In such 
a system, seldom tallied with any precision, corruption is likely to proliferate. 
Indeed, the chance of extracting benefit serves as an inducement to courtly 
service. In any case, “corruption” is a cultural concept, meaning that, in some 
places, it had a variable or even positive value, benefitting friends and family 
in ways thought appropriate (Peck 1990). 

Perhaps the central paradox, though, is the reality that courts present both 
opportunity and danger. A courtier may rise and fall depending on the play 
of personalities and the extent to which the monarch remains a reliable fount 
of honor. All the while, the courtier must neutralize or co-opt others who 
seek similar benefit. The mutual surveillance can be uncomfortable at best, 
perilous at worst. To be noticed by the ruler could be useful but potentially 
destructive. Risk compounds with some breach of etiquette or expectation, or 
if a rival manages to perform some flanking maneuver. And the more rigid the 
protocol or codified the behavior or dress, the greater the chance of missteps 
in an atmosphere of harsh evaluation: heredity is important in the Maya case, 
but also honor, a constitution of “proper conduct, reflected in a reputation 
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defended or enhanced” (Powis 1984: 3). Heightening the overall tension is 
the inevitable friction that comes from cabals, often centered on important 
figures, such as members of the royal family or high courtiers (Le Roy Ladurie 
2001: 124, 149, 152). As the cabal changes over time, its actual workings often 
attain a high degree of complexity, being “polycentric” or “many-centered,” 
with multiple collisions of interests, complicities, and secrets. In a form of 
social physics, the court affected by factionalism tends to follow “valences” of 
attraction and repulsion between participants (Le Roy Ladurie 2001: $3, 152). 
Contingent on the scale of the court, there may be “wagers” that a certain 
patron will ascend or fall. Comparative evidence indicates that marriage within 
and between courts almost always serves the interests of faction, as certain 
parties will favor a particular royal or aristocratic match over other possibilities 
(Flemming 1977). 

An appropriate metaphor for a court involves doorways and passages towards 
and away from the ruler, or from figures that preside in his name. As physical 
and idealized thresholds, the doors imply incremental stages of exclusivity 
(Elias 1983: 74-7). Such arrangements protect the ruler from unwelcome 
intrusions but also limit him and, in their abuse, cede royal authority to a 
variety of gatekeepers (Baillie 1967: 198). The dictatorship of space matches 
a similar rigidity in the control of time. Fixed timing may affect unusual 
events, such as calendrical celebrations or the reception of embassies. The more 
usual settings, however, are the ceremonies of everyday life — dining, dressing, 
daily audience — each modeled on longstanding precedent and expressed with 
formalized movement and gesture, prior example, and decorous action being 
the essence of courtly etiquette: the palace scenes on Late Classic pottery 
exemplify “correct” movement and deference (Chapter 2, Reents-Budet 2001: 
222-5). Subtle in use and hard to acquire, such encoded behavior and language 
present outward markers of suitability for court. 

Another, cross-cultural feature of courts is their proclivity to replication. 
Grandiose examples will find their matches in smaller establishments around 
high nobles or “magnates” and lesser nobles (Fig. 5.12). It is by this means 
that court beliefs and practices diffuse through all levels of aristocracy; peri- 
odic attendance at royal courts allows courtly values to be updated in smaller, 
courtly centers or by loaning “memory artists” — scribes and sculptors — to 
subordinate courts, as occurred around Piedras Negras and Yaxchilan (Chap- 
ter 6; Warnke 1993). The series of traditions, venerable or self-consciously 
innovated, constitute what might be called “aulic” or “curial culture” (both 
from terms for “court” or “palace”’) for an imitative yet contrastive package of 
objectives, meanings, and routines (Smuts 1987: 4—5, 18 5-6). In a process of 
unwitting standardization, they mimic patterns at high-prestige courts yet seek 
to establish contrasts with foreign models, creating affinities alongside local 
differences (Cannadine 2001: xix). For courtly societies, imitations and reac- 
tions to them provide key sources of taste making, aesthetics, and Patronage for 
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Figure 5.12. Replicative palace at Las Palmitas, near El Zotz, Guatemala. 


sculptors and painters: the emphasis on beauty and exquisite sensation, partic- 
ularly in relation to the king, explains many Classic images in which rulers sniff 
bouquets of flowers or gaze at their image in mirrors, sometimes supported by 
dwarves or dwarf effigies (G. Ekholm 1964; Houston et al. 2006: 45-8, 141; 
Miller and Martin 2004, pls. 4, 14, 16). The portable nature of these primers 
of aulic comportment spreads their influence far and wide. Change in curial 
culture arises from such copying and inevitable shifts during transmission, and 
from a variety of other historical events and mechanisms. These include the 
personality of a particular ruler; reactions to him or her in subsequent reigns, 
when attempts may take place to set a new tone; relative wealth or security 
of labor; movement up and down in systems of hierarchy; and redefinition of 
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courtly roles as functions are taken away and others added (Baillie 1967: 169, 
183, 191). A court that changes is a living court. 


PALACES AND AULIC BEHAVIOR 


Beyond their human dimension, courts were physical settings that enabled and 
constrained activity within them (Baillie 1967; Jarrard 2003; Webster 2001: 
131-2; Winter 1993). That physical setting could be massive and, in most sites, 
became more so through time as buildings enveloped other buildings and, 
on the whole, routes of access became greatly restricted. At Piedras Negras, 
what had been a fairly open plan shifted radically by concentrating royal 
residences on a defensible and closed-off hill, with evidence of heightened 
distinctions between areas potentially visited by many and those frequented by 
few (Houston et al. 2003). Those in the northern part of the Yucatan Peninsula 
seem more accessible than those to south, at least to judge from the layout 
and routes of access; the suspicion, too, is that many were constructed over 
relatively short amounts of time, expressing overall, coherent planning more 
clearly than southern examples (Liendo Stuardo 2003, fig. 7.4). 

Earlier scholars questioned whether “palace” was an appropriate term for 
such locales, finding it difficult to locate evidence of cooking or sleeping 
facilities (Satterthwaite 1935: 20; Webster 2001: 134). The many scenes on 
Maya pottery of rulers in open rooms with benches, porticos, and spaces in 
front of them for assembly underscores the need to understand these buildings 
on elevated platforms and galleried plans in quadrangles as the places where 
rulers lived and reigned. In themselves, they represent enduring, raised, grander 
versions of residences used by lower-ranking Maya, who lived in patio groups 
of roughly the same configuration, if smaller in investment (Kowalski 1987: 
82). At the same time, the meanings of royal versions of those models must 
have acquired new shadings over time, as anything but facile appropriations 
of modest buildings (Kus and Raharijaona 2000: 101). In practical terms, the 
relatively small size of many Classic palaces and the general lack of domestic 
debris suggests that cooking could have been done elsewhere and was then 
transported to the palaces, and that servants, too, could have resided in separate 
locations (A. Chase and D. Chase 2001: 134; Inomata et al. 2001: 299—300). 
At Piedras Negras, the late appearance of such debris in the royal palace, often 
over collapsing buildings, hints at a reassignment of function, with occupants 
of reduced or altered status and changing notions of disposal (Golden 2002: 
303-5). Nonetheless, not all palaces were created equal, as, in contrast to more 
modest structures, some enjoyed massive platforms that set them apart radically 
from surrounding space (Martin 2001: 184-5). The complex at Calakmul is 
singularly large, with multiple quadrangles (Fig. 5.13; May Hau et al. 1ygo) 
and, as at Tikal, matched by other, like complexes of only slightly smaller size: 
clearly, single palaces were not the norm at larger sites, and the chances are 


Kings and Queens, Courts and Palaces 


= Stela 


o Altar 


Figure 5.13. Principal palace at Calakmul, Mexico (Rupert and Denison 1941, pl. 61). 


good that they represent cadet branches of the royal family or even alternative 
residences, depending on royal whim and comfort (Ball and Taschek 2001: 
190). 

A feature of royal palaces at Maya sites is that they both conform to general 
patterns — with the same attributes of patios, multiple rooms, restrictive access, 
epicentral location, monumental investment, spatial elevation — but also, in the 
particular, present different arrangements. Some do not require great effort to 
enter, others leave the visitor gasping from exertion, one stairway and plaza 
leading to another in ineluctable flow to a patio of reception. The Acropolis at 
Piedras Negras seems designed, in its last phase, to inflict discomfort on visitors 
who must traverse open, sweltering areas, pass through narrow entrances, neck 
craned up to the ruler on his throne. From texts and iconography, certain parts 
of the Palace at Palenque pertain to embassies and the receipt of captives and 
tribute (Robertson 1985, pl. 285), other sectors, such as the West Court, to the 
“young men’s houses” known from ethnographic literature (Houston 2007b). 
Early ethnohistoric sources identify such locations as places where books were 
kept (Tozzer 1941: 113) and give a vivid description of their appearance: “in 
each town a large house, whitened with lime, open on all sides, where the 
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young men came together for their amusements... . Almost always they all 
slept together here also until they married” (Tozzer 1941: 124). 

The ubiquity of holes for perished wooden doorways or for suspension of 
textile coverings hints at variable concealment and privacy or the simple need 
to exclude vexing bugs or control ventilation. An enigmatic feature was also) 
a set of subterranean rooms, some with benches but poorly illuminated), at 
sites like Oxkintok, Tonina, and Yaxchilan (Garcia Moll 2003: 140-6, ig T8; 
Šprajc 1990; Tate 1992: 182-5): their interpretation ranges from astronomical, 
observation points to artificial “caves,” or, more practically, areas for storage of 
valuables. Among the more unusual structures are a set of “condensed” palaces 
at sites of the Rio Bec area of Campeche (G. Andrews 1999, III: 635.73) 
79). As though presenting notional distillations of all that makes a site royal= 
mortuary pyramids, godly residences, and abodes of royalty — they contaifi 
palace rooms, some with versions in stone of wall-hangings, and twin pyramids 
with spurious, unclimbable “stairways.” Yet, as in all palatial buildings of the 
Classic period, the masonry rooms of the Rio Bec can be understood through 
the imagination but without any real certainty of their shifting function of 
who, precisely, might have occupied them, for what exact purpose, or at 
what specified time (Kowalski 2003: 238-40). At some sprawling sites, such as 
Chunchucmil, Yucatan, the presence of dominant palaces is elusive at best in 
its center (Dahlin 2000: 284, fig. 2; Hutson et al. 2006: 79), perhaps because 
of comparatively thin chronology. Most interpretations of sectors, rooms or 
galleries of palaces are disappointingly indeterminate despite careful excavation 
and extensive survey (e.g., E. V. W. Andrews et al. 2003: 93-5; Nondedeo 
2003, figs. 83, 85), and some royal facilities, such as thrones, occur in modest 
structures that would not seem inclined to impress or overwhelm visitors, 
although they might have permitted rulers to view larger spaces before them 
(Demarest et al. 2003: 128-32). At Aguateca, and in contrast to other elite 
residences that contained numerous objects, most rooms of the royal palace 
were swept clean at the time of abandonment. Still, valuables left in a sealed 
room for later retrieval allow a glimpse of the royal possessions that filled the 
palace (Fig. 5.14, Inomata et al. 2001: 302-3). 


MORAL AUTHORITY AND RULERS 


The role of rulers in the moral systems described so far and in Chapter 2 
requires a modification in attitude from an agriculturalist’s sense of debt and 
obligation to a belief that certain people held a special grip on moral authority, 
or that moral standards might adjust according to who or what kind of person 
was practicing them. This was not the authority held by fathers, mothers, 
uncle, aunts, or grandparents. Instead, it existed alongside and displaced such 
parental and kin-based dominion, involving people born to influence others. It 
is likely that Classic societies prioritized competing obligations, such as those 
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Figure 5.14. Palace at Aguateca, Guatemala, Structure M7—32 (photograph by Takeshi 
Inomata). 


relating to kin, gods, and kings. In some spheres of behavior one duty might 
come to dominate others, such as the probable expectation that crops would 
first supply the needs of the farmer’s extended family. But, presumably, the 
natural tendency of rulers was to exhort followers to favor the claims of royalty 
over those of other people in the community: royal bellies needed to be filled 
first, their conflicts serviced with able and willing warriors, their palaces and 
ancestral temples built and maintained. 

According to one view, as Max Weber pointed out long ago, such forms of 
domination require an internal state of willingness before external compliance 
can take place (Chapter 2, Weber 1978, I: 226-8). There are many routes to 
this condition of willingness. The most important is to stress the “natural,” or 
that which seems inevitable and normal. Maya and Mesoamerican compar- 
isons of royal activity to mundane practices show, at least rhetorically, how the 


. . “ee ” 
exercise of authority can come to seem “natural and commonplace, much 


like the sowing of crops or the transportation of goods by tumpline (Houston 
and Cummins 2004): the labors of kings are likened to, and seem as neces- 
sary as, the raising of food or the movement of goods. Moreover, “authority” 
suggests a claim that someone was worth following, and that to do so made 
another person, the follower, feel virtuous and responsible. Morally, there may 
have been a shift in the observer’s focus from good or bad acts, or good or 
bad conditions, to people who were transcendentally “good.” In a sense, such 
beings would have been paradoxical. They participated in moral valuations 
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by exemplifying “goodness” or “worthiness,” yet, as in the “holy men” of 
India, may have remained outside such valuations by dodging the burdens of 
day-to-day accountability (Bailey 1981: 39). In Aztec belief, the ruler con- 
ducted metaphorical extensions of practical behavior, all the more resonant 
for being cast in terms of everyday actions: “He carries the load, he bears 
the burden. . .. He sows” but “he alone sits above others. . . [and] experiences 
nothing over him” (Maxwell and Hanson 1992: 176). The work of the world 
among modern K’ichee’ Maya falls into different agricultural domains: God 
tends the cosmos, Jesus the world, the Apostles the community, the harvest 
being the end of current existence, when humans-as-crops were gathered (see 
below, Taube 2001; Warren 1989: 33). 

What is not explained is how a ranking of values undergirded their strongly 
hierarchical societies. As moral authorities, royalty and elites were not, appar- 
ently, regarded with undiluted affection. One passage in Popol Vuh, although 
of much later date, describes an egregious figure who boasts, “I am great. I 
dwell above the heads of the people. ...I am their sun....I am surely their 
means of marking the passage of months,” only to have his wealth stripped by 
the guile of the trickster twins (Christenson 2000: 34; see also Taube 1993: 17, 
and Shaw 1972: 56-7, for an ethnographic analogue). This was the bad ruler, 
someone who arrogated the attributes and privileges of gods. Depictions of 
his wrangling with the twins, especially the primordial Maya lord, Juun Ajaw, 
are found on monumental stucco sculpture at Tonina, Chiapas, and on several 
painted vessels (M. Coe 1989). A similar ambiguity about leaders characterizes 
the modern northern Lakandon, who seem to view such figures as violent 
and threatening (Boremanse 1998: 69). In contrast, the good ruler functioned, 
according to the integrative model of Maya society, as a moral object. The 
sacred kings of the Classic Maya served as such objects, as did deities, ances- 
tors, and other beings, forces, and groups. People recognized their force and 
authority and internalized it to the extent that the ruler could extract labor and 
goods. Here, in a nutshell, was the glue of the Maya kingdom: no moral object, 
no moral community; no ruler, no polity. Beyond the primordial covenant of 
human existence — that involving maize and the body — other covenants struc- 
tured the relation of ruler and ruled. The theological and practical challenge 
of Maya kingdoms was to devise a coherent, well-regulated system of moral 
foci that linked ideas of sanctity to ideas about the “naturalness” and “correct- 
ness” of inequality (Rappaport 1999: 426-7). A ruler who did not occupy the 
summit of a hierarchy of values lived in an unstable polity. Rightness might 
attach to other moral objects, placing the kingdom at risk through division 
and factionalism. 

With a few exceptions, we can guess that this system was highly personal, 
that it did not develop the impersonal mechanisms of governance connected 
with empires or other kinds of states. One text from Tonina states that the 
ruler who supervised the opening of an ancestral tomb was a “wise lord” 
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(itz’aat-ajaw) as well as a warrior of some prowess, with nine captives to his 
credit (Martin and Grube 2000: 188). The explicit emphasis on wisdom and 
knowledge is unusual for kings and perhaps stands in recognition ofan achieved 
quality that lay beyond the formal language of conventional description. (The 
“wisdom” may also have been appropriate in the context of an ancestral rite, 
involving specialized knowledge available to few, including the precise location 
of ancient tombs.) Collective worship in Classic Maya cities helped cultivate 
a commitment to the ruler and gods as moral objects by making explicit a 
common orientation (Parish 1994: 21; see also Redfield and Singer 1954: 57). 
Joint celebrations created moods and dispositions, and made the Classic Maya 
aware of themselves as moral actors, choosing right behavior over wrong, 
responsible action over disinclination to duty. 

Another view of internal willingness and external compliance is that 
expected behavior or unconscious routines of practice shape and maintain 
the authority and other social realities experienced by individuals (Chap- 
ter 2; Bell 1992: 197—223; Bloch 1974: 59—60). Some scholars even argue that 
the masses in many cases superficially comply while harboring internal dis- 
sents against dominant groups (Scott 1990: 2—19, 67—90). In these views, the 
authority is dependent on repetitive references to social norms. Such routine 
practices shape the feelings and experiences of the world, including power 
relations and social obligations, as given, acceptable, or tolerable. The empha- 
sis on external compliance does not necessarily presuppose cynical subjects 
who consciously disguise revolutionary intent. Social reality is far more subtle 
and ambiguous. Classic Maya society, like any other, probably involved diverse 
attitudes, ranging from loyal, sincere followers of the dynasty to antagonists 
operating in various degrees of consciousness. Contradictory or ambivalent 
attitudes can coexist even within one individual. Royal authority, then, may 
not have been homogeneous through time and space. Many Maya probably 
felt episodic bonds with the dynasty and nobles during public ceremonies and 
construction projects sponsored by elites, but their recognition of the king 
may have been diluted when they returned to their daily routines in villages 
(Inomata 2007). Such inconsistency and fluidity may also have undergirded 
differences in royalty-subject relations between various regions and during the 
Classic period and beyond. Yet, the internal states of social agents are ulti- 
mately unknowable through archaeology, or even through the written record. 
Their ties to the more accessible dimensions of practice and discourse remain 


a perpetual problem for researchers. 


CLASSIC MAYA ROYALTY 


A difficulty with comparisons across societies is that they favor similarities 
over differences. To say that the Maya had kings and court societies runs the 
risk of focusing on general patterns rather than the historical idiosyncrasies 
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and specific theologies of rule that operated over time and in varying ways. 
Every excavation of a palace in search of a court shows that royal stories, 
common on one level, diverge constantly in detail, in royal biography, and 
palatial setting. An apt metaphor is a collective tune played with different tone, 
emphasis, instrumentation, and, at times, sequence of notes and harmonies. But 
summations need to be made or the tale becomes too fragmentary. It loses sight 
of shared themes and of the nature of Maya courts as institutions “with a distinct 
nucleus but a vaguely defined periphery” at the intersection of kingship, 
courtiers, aesthetics, concepts of power, and practicalities of rule (Smuts 1987: 
4; Winter 1993: 27, 38). Courtly attributes, where extractable from available 
textual, iconographic, and archaeological evidence, show that these notions 
and practices evolved over the course of the Classic period, from relatively 
open facilities for high lords to the restricted, thoroughly controlled settings 
used by sacred kings with their elaborate retinue and immediate family. In all 
cases, regardless of period, there is the probability that multiple stakeholders, 
not just rulers, focused on the court as place and institution for their own 
objectives. The intrigues and rich interplay known from courts in Europe and 
elsewhere become recognizable in the Late Classic period only, with earlier 
glimmerings at best in the form of a few murals, as at Uaxactun (A. Smith 
1950, figs. 45-46). The dearth of texts to the north of the Maya region makes 
any discussion of kingship there speculative, although where they exist such 
glyphic accounts conform roughly to patterns attested in the south: why such 
texts should be so few prompts its own set of unanswered questions about royal 
rhetoric. Palaces, where discernible from elite residence by size and centrality, 
formed the core of courtly action, which nonetheless extended into the plazas, 
pyramids, and peripheries of Classic communities. Oscillating from coercive 
governance to the exercise of authority, kings existed in conditions of tension, 
paradox, and dilemma. Yet they found ways to harness the energies of people 
around them to create a court culture that failed, sometimes abruptly, at the 
end of Classic kingdoms in the ninth and tenth centuries AD. 


CHAPTER 6 


NOBLES 


THE IMPORTANCE OF NOBLES 


Along with royalty, the only Maya of the Classic period with known identities 
were members of the nobility. They lived grandly, took precious and varied 
goods with them to the grave, and inched into scholarly view because of 
their ostentation and access to the tools of record making and image making. 
Nonetheless, accounts of them are far more limited than for royalty, from 
whom some of them must have descended. A comprehensive report on Classic 
nobles builds on evidence from texts, imagery, and material residue in the form 
of subroyal palaces, opulent goods, and sumptuous burials. But, to sketch the 
range of possibilities for hierarchical action, it must first compare nobles and 
aristocracy as a general phenomenon. Attention can then shift to what the 
Classic Maya did, recorded, and made in commemoration of key actors in 


their world. 


NOBLES AS A COMPARATIVE CATEGORY 


Comparative evidence suggests that nobles can be understood in two ways 
(Powis 1984: 2-3). The first defines nobility as a condition of social and 
aesthetic refinement. Nobles show their station through a certain bearing, 
mode of speech, or way of life, behaving in ways that others do not, by 
codes difficult to master and expensive to perform (Fig. 6.1). Depending on 
region, they emphasize features that vary from fine delicacy of emotion to bold 
aggression, often blended in contradictory or illogical ways. Few can miss the 
ironies of troubadour culture in the Middle Ages, a language of love existing 
beside brutal conduct (Camille 1998; Schultz 2006). But mostly, as in early 
modern Europe, the quality of nobility emerges, it is asserted, because nobles 
can not help it. An inescapable legacy, refinement derives from a set of supposed 
inner qualities, present at birth. In ideological terms, the goal is transparent, 
namely, to justify inequality by stressing propensity to “rule” (Greek arkho) by 
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the “best” (Greek aristos, Powis 1984: 7). For greater effect, such differences 
must seem “natural,” “routine,” part of an unchanging, hereditary order. If, in 
fact, the differences are recent, they need to be wrapped in tradition to make 
them extend logically from what came before (Hobsbawm 1992). 

With such ideas comes necessary consideration of descent, of finding the 
origins of noble essence through bloodlines. This accounts for pervasive aris- 
tocratic interest in genealogy, which serves to distinguish people with detailed 
charts of ancestors from those, the majority, who do not have such charts. Spe- 
cific ancestors, lots of them, matter to nobles. Means are devised to preserve 
such sequences, from the memory aids of Polynesian rulers to the Writing of 
the Old and New Worlds (Fenton 1983; Gaur 1992, 24-5, although, to be sure, 
this is not the only motivation for the origins of script [Houston 2004: 5—I0}). 
A theory of intrinsic quality presumes that the education of a noble burnishes 
qualities received from parents and their predecessors. Passing off as a noble- 
man would, by this theory, prove difficult to sustain. In fact, anxiety about 
whether such claims were true — whether nobility was inherited or achieved — 
motivates much art and literature in aristocratic societies, especially at times of 
decline and redefinition (Cannadine 1999; Haynes 1990). Like royalty, which 
has similar pretentions, nobility tends to stimulate comment on how people 
differ from the lofty images they project. For the Maya, too: the epic Popol 
Vuh of the K’ichee’ Maya describes with glee the downfall of a pretentious lord 
embodied as a bird (Christenson 2007: lines 985-1188). Rituals of inversion 
among ethnographic Maya jeer at Catholic bishops and Overweening Ladinos 
of mixed heritage (Bricker 1973: 167—218). 

The second way of looking at nobles is to focus on their relation with 
other people. This approach highlights not cultural notions of essence but the 
manner in which aristocrats interact with those above (the ruler or higher 
nobles), below (nonelites or lesser nobility), and sideways (persons of roughly 
comparable status, Powis 1984: 12-22). The overwhelming tendency is for 
noble relations to operate within systems of deference. One person 
stands in hierarchical ties to another, as expressed by deferential langu 
gesture and overall disposition in ceremony and everyday life (Shils 1968). 
Codes of deference are formalized through titles and subject to continual 
testing. Yet their rigidity does not discourage nobles from probing for places of 
weakness and elasticity. It is in such spaces that nobles maneuver fo 

The other relational feature of nobles is that they do not create themselves 
By definition, a noble cannot be self-declared other than as a poseur “nd 
fraud. There must be some fount of honor, some higher person, usually a 
ruler, to award or confirm nobility, often in relation to a peerage with oa 
privileges. Nor, in general, do nobles hold unique titles. As structural anoma- 
lies, singular, exalted ranks often lead to the death of the enuhan] 7 
obvious reluctance to appoint others in their place (Mann 1976) 
complacent, a few nobles do not strain upwards, closer to regal pri 
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Figure 6.1. Nobleman, “he of 4 captives,” with “Shield-Jaguar,” king of Yaxchilan, 
Chiapas, Mexico, c. AD 730 (drawing by Peter Mathews). 


most do. And if rulers can exert their will, they swat such people down or 
manipulate noble ambition to their own benefit. Once started, the machinery 
of inequality churns out tensions that are inevitable and never fully resolved. 
Traders may trade, craftspeople craft, but nobles and kings specialize in social 
and symbolic disparity, itself a stimulus to striving and conflict. 

The reality of high preindustrial mortality, especially among warriors, means 
that new nobles need to be made. If nobility presumes an inherited essence, 
the paradox is obvious: how can a title be new when it relies on the possession 
of intrinsic, ancestral qualities? Again, comparative evidence indicates a range 
of possibilities. Recruitment usually takes place among those with wealth, or 
those who enjoy amity and intimacy with the ruler or who merit reward for 
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military and civic service (Powis 1984: 20-2). For the ruler, recruitment is 
always a risky game. A peerage with too many members loses its very basis 
for existence. The relatively high numbers of nobles in early modern Spain, 
at around more than 10 percent of the population (cf. Sweden at around less 
than 1 percent), drove many in the lower nobility to seek fortunes in the New 
World. The ultimate source of distinction — the control of land, labor, and 
goods — can be watered down only so far before nobility loses its cachet or 
ability to impress and sway (Powis 1984: 24-6). The ruler cannot count on 
nobles for support if they are too impoverished to help. In much the same way, 
nobles who lack special training cannot dispense advice and offer productive 
service if their education varies little from nonelites. 

Another challenge is the overmighty subject. Rulers wish to elevate their 
followers only so far. A tiny number of nobles, especially in smaller king- 
doms, encourages competition with the king. For rulers, nobility cannot be 
so unusual as to rival the singular status of kings. The same risks come from 
magnates, nobles of soaring rank. Magnates are often recognized as such by 
special titles or position within the peerage and a prodigious, almost royal level 
of expenditure (Fragnito 1993; Woolgar 1999: 4—5). European history contains 
many such figures who vied with rulers and came too close to royal prerog- 
ative, seldom with harmonious consequences (Harriss 2006; Mann 1976). In 
Japan the Fujiwara house of the Heian period succeeded in overshadowing the 
emperor as regents and in establishing enduring control over sources of wealth 
and power (Otsu 2001). 

Powerful subjects may also emerge through personal relations, as exemplified 
by “favorites,” close friends of rulers that arise in the outer circles of court or 
even beyond (Eliott 1999). Favorites have their uses. Like pets, lovers, and court 
fools, they enrich the emotional life of the ruler (Fig. 6.2, Otto 2001). As royal 
creations, they stand opposed to entrenched noble families. In general, they 
have a diminished capacity or wish to usurp royal influence, although ihat can 
change with time. Yet their tenuous source of influence, mostly at royal whim, 
makes their position precarious. It is the rare favorite who escapes ignominy 
or death (Elliott 1999). They provide another lesson, too, Just as monarchs 
award titles, wise ones preserve the ability to remove them through demotion 
or attainder. If strong enough, rulers will strip nobility from followers who 
behave against royal interest. This is always easier with newfound favorites than 
with aristocrats of deep ancestry and wide affiliation. 

The question 1$, wy ane Hopes at all? In part, the answer is practical. 
Nobles discharge multiple functions, as landowners or landlords, tax collectors, 
judges, courtiers, scapegoats, patrons, proxies for royalty, ambassadors, and 
warriors. For the ruler, these are valued contributions, if accompani : db 
a tendency to incumbency and material acquisition (Powis 1984: 36-42) A 
Marxist would regard nobles as parasitic organisms, a 


i dysfunctional evil in 
society (Gilman 2002). But nobles also provide protection patronage, and 
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Figure 6.2. Dwarves and court buffoons, Late Classic period, area of Lake Peten Itza 
(K1453, copyright Justin Kerr). 


material assistance for those in their network. Even in decline, nobility serve 
a role in local society, depending on their ability to retain wealth and dispense 
assistance (Cannadine 1999). One cannot simply be a noble but must work at 
it or the distinction becomes hollow. 

As for setting, some nobles flourish and prosper today in circles close to 
royal courts — consider the “service families” of princely India or those in royal 
attendance at modern European courts (L. Rudolph and S. Rudolph 1983). 
Others develop in circumstances away from the royal person. As suggested in 
Chapter 5, the first are “curial” or “aulic” nobles, operating close to the ruler 
and his or her palaces. The latter correspond to “territorial” nobles with far- 
flung estates. They are of particular use in the insecure boundaries of polities or 
as local representatives of royal will. Yet the two categories overlap considerably. 
Courtly attendance facilitates the territorial aims of noble families; for those 
in close royal service, more distant bases of influence serve to hedge bets. In all 
of this, noble ladies play crucial roles, as physical transmitters of noble essence, 
channels for tangible inheritance, facilitators of alliance through marriage, and 
counselors educated to standards reached by few nonnobles (Fig. 6.3, B. Harris 
2002; Powis 1984: 31-4). 

Noble systems may rest on similar, resilient foundations of hereditary hier- 
archy. But to be a noble is to activate change through a quest for gain and 
through the exercise of patronage (Cohen 1974, 1981). Nobles receive wealth 
but need to distribute, often to lavish and ruinous extent, in partial reward to 
others (Powis 1984: 28-9). A noble outside a hierarchical, ramifying network 
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is not a viable noble. A further key to understanding this play of prestige is 
the concept of “honor” as a notion of name or reputation. Although varied in 
meaning, and not always to rational benefit, honor induces much aristocratic 
action, as buttressed by largesse and magnificent works, and as defended by 
duels, vendetta, and feud (Billacois 1990; Byock 1982; Pitt-Ruivers 1966). The 
multiple frictions of honor contribute to tensions between. older and newer 
elevations to the aristocracy, with a possibility of factional split and ac¢¢ommio- 
dation in all cases. In much of this, nobles seldom engender affection, either 
from above or below. To rulers, nobles act as supporters and, in the negative, 
present the chance of insolent threat. To those of lower status. and rank, nobles 
seem the harsh, extractive edge of inequality, far more so than the fuler, who 
usually absorbs bounty at greater remove from nonelites. 

Comparative study of nobles thus emphasizes several features: (2); the station 
of nobility usually accords with rank; (2) rank depends on a ruler or other 
fount of honor; (3) honor comes from vigorous defense of hereditary: rights 
and personal reputation in an unequal society; (4) noble rights help structure 
that inequality, in a scheme of deference and relative hierarchy; (5) rulers. callon 
noble service at court and at a distance; (6) nobility involves finely honed ideas 
of refinement, with founding myths or ideologies to highlight those inherited 
qualities; (7) as a practice, nobility costs a great deal; and (8) as a system, nobility 
engenders tension at the same time it performs useful services. The plain truth, 
too, is that nobility evolves as an institution, wherever it appears, along with 
the residences, households of nobles, and their various investments, social and 
physical (Woolgar 1999: 197-204). Common across cultures, its basic principles 
endured for millennia and, in some places, persist today in modified form. But 


its emphases, participants, elaborations, and meanings differ between societies 
and shift within them. Nobility can appear, thrive, and perish, as it did among 


the Classic Maya. 


NOBLES AS A CLASSIC MAYA CATEGORY 


Later Maya sources contain many terms for nobles. Among the Yukatek Maya 
of the colonial period, nobles were people with “mother-fathers,” almehen — 
probably in the sense of recognizable ancestors; they also had eee ” ah 
k’aba, and the quality of being “good,” utz (Chapter 2; Barrera Vasquez 1980: 
14, 360, 901). In potent simile, colonial Tzotzil referred to lords as “ sea 
persons,” perhaps in allusion to their large families or other qualities ass ; 
with the male organ (Laughlin 1988, II: 428). A highland Ma 
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essential qualities, along with a link to seats or mats of author 
speech, and an overall, lustrous clarity to their person ( 
the more recent evidence shows some variety of meani 
early dictionaries passed through Spanish filters and sys 
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For example, colonial Tzotzil and Tzeltal uses aghau 
[ajaw] for “noble,” when the Classic evidence, presented 
in Chapter 5, links that title firmly to royalty (Ruz 1986: 
241; 1989: 198, 206). This is most likely because the 
dictionary draws attention to the essence of nobility, not 
the status, in Spanish, of being a hidalgo or “son of some- 
one.” Other terms in colonial Tzeltal reveal that nobles 
are those who make themselves “first,” that they are at 
the “head,” “first person,” “face person,” that they are 
: generous,” and that their homes, 
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‘good” or “straight, 
certainly those of kings, are “hot” (Calnek 1988: tables 
13, 15, 18; Ruz 1986: 248; see Houston and Cummins 
2004: 384-6). In general, they were not, it seems, people 
who had to farm for their daily tamales. 

The presence of a peerage, as a vertical arrangement 
of distinct ranks, may be documented in some of the 
early historic evidence, reflecting the Postclassic period 
and perhaps before. Such titles have been interpreted as 
hierarchies with several levels, from royalty down to high 
lords, lower nobles, rich commoners, poor commoners, 
and the enslaved (e.g., Calnek 1988: tables 18—20; Miles 
19$7: 767). As ever with such indistinct evidence, prob- 
lems arise in distinguishing inherited rank from occa- 
sional office or duty, a question the historic sources 
can only occasionally illuminate (e.g., Roys 1943: 62). 
This chain of hierarchy, with multiple bases of defini- 
tion, resembles the abundant information from central 
Mexico, which emphasizes the aesthetic, fragrant, lus- 
trous properties of nobles (López Austin 1961: 90-5; 
Sahagún 1950-1982, 10: 15—22). But little is known of 
these as a living system or the specific duties involved, 
beyond the reality that nobles, as a group, enjoyed great 
wealth, prestigious buildings, special access to supernatu- 
ral beings, some possibility of social movement upwards, 
sumptuary privileges, and, for men, multiple wives 
(Calnek 1988: 38-9; Miles 1957: 766-7). Certain lan- 
guage may have been necessary to address nobles, as 
suggested by a special grammatical element in Ch’olti’ 
Maya during the colonial period (Ringle n.d.: #932) and 
by deferential language used elsewhere in Mesoamerica 
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Figure 6.3. Noble lady, Room 
2, Bonampak murals (paint- 
ing by Heather Hurst, cour- 
tesy of Mary Miller, Bonampak 
Murals Documentation Project, 
Yale University). 


(Terraciano 2001: 347). During the Classic period, the performance of these 
acts of deference probably took place in the courtyards or in front of the 
masonry benches of some noble groups (see Section titled “Setting’). 
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Figure 6.4. Spatial distribution of noble titles with circles corres 


ponding proportion- 
ately to number of occurrences (redrawn from Jackson 2005 SER 


fig 3.5). 


Varied evidence sparks much debate about extending such patterns to the 
Classic period. There is a stark divide between those who see nee 
systems (D. Chase and A. Chase 1992: 6) and others favoring the existence of 
rigid two-part systems, with elites and nonelites only and solid enforcement of 
endogamy or “in-group” marriage (J. Marcus 1992b: 221). As a social label 
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Figure 6.5. Temporal distribution of noble titles (redrawn from Jackson 2005, fig. 3.9). 


“class,” too, has filtered into scholarship, especially through the detection of 
a “middle class” thought to emerge during the final Early Classic period in 
and around the densely settled area of Caracol, Belize (A. Chase and D. Chase 
1996a, b; see Bloch 1983: 18). The prosperity is evident at that site, with 
relatively large number of ceramics in graves. Yet “middle class” establishes 
an inevitable comparison with industrial-age bourgeoisie. This is of doubtful 
relevance to the Classic Maya, although it does raise the question of why some 
dynastic capitals were materially rich, whereas others were less so. A term like 
“elite,” self-evident to some, also resonates with Western meaning, evoking 
industrial society and an explosion of class-based consumption and display that 
does not necessarily accord with formal rank (G. Marcus 1992: 295). It also 
treats a complex group as a single coherent whole and lumps royalty with 
nobles, not a desirable feature in describing Classic Maya society. 

Glyphic titles and images are far less ambiguous, if variable. There is, for 
example, no one system across the Maya lowlands during the Classic period, 
or from earliest times to latest. The greatest puzzle is that nobility make a 
late appearance in texts and monumental imagery, a fact attracting comment 
by many scholars (Figs. 6.4 and 6.5; e.g., S. Jackson 2005, fig. 3.9). The Late 
Classic, with slow build-up after about AD 600 and clear acceleration after AD 
650, contributes the most textual evidence of nobles, with an equally dramatic 
drop in references after AD 800 (Zender 2004b: table 9). The greatest visibility 
of nobles thus marks a span of only 150 years, give or take a generation, when 
populations peaked around the Classic Maya world. It is hard to overlook 
a correlation between this pattern and a burgeoning populace, the need to 
control or opportunity to exploit that surging population, the propagation of 
noble lines through multiple descent and inheritance from rulers, and greater 
difficulty in royal monopolization of text and image making (Houston and 
Stuart 2001: $9—61). Perhaps the new visibility of nobles is in part rhetorical. If 
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they existed before, they only accessed the ability to memorialize themselves 
in stone and on pottery during the seventh century AD. Nobles could not 
have been new, to be sure. In early murals at Uaxactun, Guatemala, figures 
stand at the margins of presumed, royal events, but their noble, as opposed to 
royal, status, cannot be determined (A. Smith 1950, figs. 45—46). 

Another oddity is that the number of references to noble titles occurs after 
the period of greatest friction between the two great hegemonic powers of the 
Classic Maya world, Calakmul and Tikal (Martin and Grube 2008: 20-1). It is 
as if this rivalry did not directly concern nonroyal nobles, who only asserted 
themselves afterwards. A notable feature of imagery from these, the largest 
Maya cities, is in fact this curious blind spot. On a few pots is heightened 
mention of nonroyal figures, but the contexts seem invariably of a tributary 
nature. Yet Calakmul and Tikal are also the sites with the greatest number of 
what are probable nonroyal palaces or outsized residences for magnates. The 
recent discovery of market scenes at Calakmul shows nonroyal personages but 
in strangely impersonal fashion, with generic, almost stock characters in place 
of tangible historical figures (Martin 2006). It may be that sumptuary codes and 
their enforcement were particularly strong at cities of this type. Nobles make 
an appearance where they are allowed to, where they can get away with it. In 
contrast, at sites with more complex arrangements, as evidently at Palenque 
or Copan, both, perhaps not coincidentally near the edge of the Classic Maya 
world, magnates made a louder show. This is reflected in titles like bafah]-ajaw, 
“head lord,” known from Palenque, or by the figures who commissioned flam- 
boyant displays in peripheral palaces at Copan (see Section titled “Setting”). 

The main feature to understand is that, like elsewhere, Classic Maya nobility 
were understood at the time as groupings, summoned for important acts of 
witness. At Dos Pilas in particular, there is mention of the “twenty-eight lords” 
or ajaw-taak who assemble for key events in royal lives, first-bloodlettings by 
heirs, even burials (David Stuart, personal communication, 1998; Houston 
1993, figs. 4-14, 4-19). The ability to operate independently is only rarely 
apparent, as among the lords in and around Piedras Negras, some of whom 
had panels with their own portraits in distinction to similar nobles to the 
south, in the kingdom of Yaxchilan, where they almost always included the 
image of the ruler in such portrayals, in very different modes of interaction 
(Chinchilla Mazariegos and Houston 1993). In imitation of royal precedent, 
the texts of nobles near Piedras Negras trace an arc of biography; those around 
Yaxchilan display moments when nobles offer captives to Kings or dance with 
rulers nearly, but not quite, in the role of coequals. 

The most widespread noble title, evidently an office with priestly associa- 
tions, is the aj-k’uhuun, with some remaining questions about the fina] part of 
the spelling (Fig. 6.6a, Houston 1993: 130-4; Houston and Stuart 2001: 71; 
S. Jackson and Stuart 2001: 219-22; Zender 2004b: 164-95). In some way, the 


title relates humans not of “holy lord status” — those who are not rulers ~ to 
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Figure 6.6. Titles used by noblemen: (a) aj-k’'uhuun (K1728); (b) sajal (“Laxtunich” 
site, near Yaxchilan, Panel 1: E1); (c) bafah]-sajal (“Laxtunich” site, near Yaxchilan, 
Panel 1: G3); (d) yajaw-k’ahk’ (Palenque Temple XIX pier, stone panel; (e) bafal}-ch’ok 
(Jonuta Stela 1: pA4); and (f) ti’-sak-hu’n (Pomona Panel 1, secondary text). 


gods or k’uh. A few royal consorts use a female version of the title, but the vast 
majority appear with subordinate figures at court, often those wearing head- 
dresses with quills or folded paper (M. Coe and Kerr 1998: 92-6). Such figures 
tend to hover at the edges of royal imagery in simple, unadorned dress. One, a 
lady from the Usumacinta area, has in contrast her own stela and rich raiment; 
other royal consorts employ the title, too. Tonina makes it clear that the aj- 
k’uhuun attend and perform incensing at the conclusion of important cycles. 
Special altars could be dedicated to their memory. The same occurs in the area 
of Palenque, where such a noble has a censer stand, clear accounts of his death 
and passage into “roads” of the deceased, and fire rituals at or near his tomb, 
the mukil or “burial” (Miller and Martin 2004, pl. 122). Another sculpture at 
Palenque indicates the key roles of aj-k’uhuun. They could be “holy,” “belong” 
to, or perhaps serve certain gods and have the rare honor of connecting k’atun 
(twenty-year) spans to their lifetimes. These chronological titles are ordinarily 
the prerogative of royalty. Even more telling is that Tonina pairs such figures 
in ritual, as though tandem attendance were useful to rulers. An indication 
that aj-k’uhuun accessed valued goods comes from at least two artifacts, both 
high-end productions. The first is an exquisitely incised alabaster bowl now in 
the collection of Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C.; the second, from a 


ree 


corr 


PIED PIETRI BET 


174 The Classic Maya 


private collection, is a finely molded vase from the area of Copan. It somehow 
ended up near Quirigua, a former vassal of Copan (Fig. 6.7, Kubler 1977). 

Among the earliest representations of an aj-k’uhuun, also at Tonina, records 
that this figure was “seated,” chumjiiy. “Seating” more often applies to an 
office like ajaw, but without, in this case, any implication of “essence” that 
came with the ajawil or ajawlel mentioned in royal accession (I. Graham et al. 
2006: 118). The -il ending is crucial, for it indicates the quality of the title, not 
just its use. The aj-k’uhuun at Tonina holds a long knife of sacrifice and a bag 
of incense; around his forehead appears a royal jewel and headband. This last 
suggests that categories of title could overlap, with an ajaw, as signaled by the 
jewel and headband, holding another office at the same time. Glyphs confirm 
that the aj-k’uhuun belonged to certain kings or those of kaloomte’ rank. At 
Copan, Honduras, in particular, those relations extended beyond the death 
of the ruler (Houston 1993: 134). The title, and whatever priestly functions 
it fulfilled, embodied a personal relationship between king and subject — it 
was not just a general set of duties. Whatever their specific roles, aj-k’uhuun 
accompanied the lord, at least in imagery, into the tomb. A set of them appears 
in vignettes, head and shoulders, perhaps an arm, within emblems for cavities 
or in stars (or vegetation?) on the sarcophagus at Palenque of Pakal the Great 
(Robertson 1983, pls. 159-62). A few of these figures appear to have been 
described as a kind of “bird” or messenger, mutt. This is a term used for 
messengers in Maya society, who probably came with tribute to the royal 
palace from other, more distant nobles (Houston et al. 2006: 246-8). Other 
courtly scenes display a smattering of noble titles, many of the utmost Opacity, 
but some perhaps related to tribute or priestly office (e.g., D. Stuart 2005: 
113-36). 

There is a suite of additional titles used by nobles. Nobles could use several at 
a time, confirming that the titles were not mutually exclusive, Unfortunately, 
they leave only a glimmer of their function or meaning. A group of figures was 
known as “the fire’s lord,” yajaw-k’altk’ (Fig. 6.6d). At Comalcalco, Tabasco, 
in close attendance on a lord, they encircle a Late Classic tomb in the shape 
of stucco figures in various poses (Zender 2004b: 196-210). At Palenque, 
one commemorative base for an incense burner shows only the head of such 
a person. He had other titles, too, including aj-k’'uhuun and a second title 
probably read ti’-sak-hu’n, perhaps with the meaning of “speaker [of] the 
head-band, the sak-lhu’n” or “white paper” (Fig. 6.6f, Zender 2004b: 219). In 
an important discovery, the urn burial of a yajaw-k’ahk’ was recently found at 
Comalcalco, where the find proved to contain many exquisite stingray spines 
and bones with texts (Armijo Torres et al. 2000; Zender 2004b: 246~53). 
Along with his status as a bafah/-ajaw, “head lord,” the interred noble eloried 
in specific ties to gods of the local dynasty. His actions took ee i 
“company of” (-ichnal) certain listed deities, and he was said to belong to a 
rain deity, Chak Xib Chahk. One text from the urn goes so far as to describe 
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Figure 6.7. Stone bowl belonging to aj-k’'uhuun, reputed from area of Jaina, 
Campeche, Mexico, c. AD 718 (K4340, Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Harvard Uni- 
versity, copyright Justin Kerr). 


drought and famine, leaving the strong impression that the finds functioned in 
practical rites of prophecy and rain making, and in search of other benefits to 
local society. An enigmatic reference also records the seizing of what appears 
to be a foreign god, a tz’ulba, “‘stranger-image,” to be placed under the noble’s 
care (Zender 2004b, fig. 78). This recalls the Aztec practice of capturing the 
godly effigies of enemies and placing them in a special temple at Tenochtitlan, 
the imperial capital (Sahagún 1950—1982, 2: 168). 

Yet the most salient title, especially in the region of the Usumacinta, is that of 
the sajal (Fig. 6.6b, Villela 1993, also Jackson 2005: 129-30, 233-76). It has two 
distributions, both of which, in a comparative sense, accord with the notion 
of a “magnate,” a lord arching towards royal privilege, useful to holy lords yet 
also a potential source of threat. One kind of sajal is associated with people 
of second-tier status, nonroyal but with several references to their “seating” in 
office. Such figures appear at court and may even be known as the ba/ahj-sajal, 
“the head” sajal, as though set apart from others of this rank (Fig. 6.5c). They 
served as warriors for rulers, nonresident nobles who controlled smaller, more 
distant settlements under royal authority, if with relatively short genealogies. It 
is the rare site, such as El Cayo, Mexico, that attests to more than a generation 
or two. Does such brevity of ancestry suggest a struggle by kings to avoid 
entrenchment by sajal? Or was it a system devised by royalty for a particular 
place, at a particular time? In this instance that would be a hilly zone over 
which smaller kingdoms were attempting to assert territorial control during 
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the middle and final years of the Late Classic period (Golden et al. 2008). 
The absence of recorded or reconstructible genealogies is surprising, for it was 
through hereditary status that nobles defined themselves in Mesoamerica and 
elsewhere. The absence of information can lead only to speculation. Nobles 
were invisible because, prior to their surge in the Late Classic period, they did 
not exist or were present in weak form, barely differentiated from others; or 
nobles were invisible in glyphs and images because rulers monopolized such 
physical devices for commemoration. Through speculative premises, a statisti- 
cian might show that a small number of elites, the offspring or grandchildren 
of kings, became by Late Classic times a full set of people with provable descent 
from royalty. This would account for the evidence that only the offspring of 
rulers were ajaw, a necessary abridgement of a rank that many might claim to 
the detriment of its inherent value. Even worse than having too many nobles 
is having too many royals, costly and threatening as potential claimants to rule. 

A second concentration of sajal is in the area of Xcalumkin, Campeche, 
far to the north of the Usumacinta zone, and one of the rare sites with 
legible texts in the northerly part of the Yucatan Peninsula (Fig. 6.8; e.g., I. 
Graham and von Euw 1992: 163, 169, 173). There is only a hint of an emblem 
glyph in this area, possibly used by an overlord at another site (I. Graham and 
von Euw 1992: 165, K4340). Such idiosyncrasy or redefinition, a noble title 
functioning much like an emblem glyph, underscores contrasts with titles in 
the southern lowlands. The clearer evidence at southerly sites, along with the 
suggestions of divergence to the north, emphasizes the dan 
common patterns of usage. This has led also to arguments t 
as Rio Bec in Campeche contain roughly equivalent sets 


ger of assuming 
hat regions such 


ip tel are ae i of noble families 
living in cities without kings (Michelet et al. 2005). Perhaps the mechanisms 


in place there come closer to a pure definition of “aristocracy” or rule by 
nobles, and closer to the multiple, illustrious lineages known for Postclassic 
highland Guatemala (Braswell 2001). Such societies in the Yucatan Peninsula 
would need to be traced down to, or shown to depart from, those attested 
during Late Postclassic and colonial times. Those Periods suggest more diffuse 
arrangements of control and a less developed theology of diy 
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how nobles should relate to them (Restall 2001), ne Kings and of 


SETTING 


The physical setting of nobles raises a number of questions. Several | 

idences were the probable dwellings of nobles (Fig, 6.9). Nee res- 
tion, middling in scale, the buildings are too large to be paa a oca- 
for nonnobles and too small to be royal habitations. Yet, the a ences 
many in proving occupancy by nobles. Ambiguities arise because a nges are 
to condense several dimensions of inequality, including rank a attempts 
and wealth, all of which intersected in intricate ways that ae sae 2 
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Figure 6.8. Sajal at Xcalumkin, Campeche, Mexico, Jamb 7 (I. Graham and von Euw 
1992, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 4, Part32: 169, reproduced courtesy 
of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


archaeologists (Garraty 2000: 324). At Dos Pilas, Guatemala, varying invest- 
ment in buildings and mound groups hints at graded differences between many 
levels of society; if such groups represented social units, variety might reveal 
disparities in access to labor for construction, although the excavator of these 
buildings recognizes the difficulties involved in such matches between mound 
groups and units of society (Palka 1997: 300-2). In mounds near Xunan- 
tunich, Belize, ceramics in supposedly “royal” groups differ from those in 
modest mounds (LeCount 1999: 250-4). But the pattern is temporal, and such 
contrasts diminish by the Terminal Classic period (LeCount 1999: 254). 
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At other communities, such as Aguateca, distinctions exist between noble 
and nonnoble households. Elite and royal buildings abound in figurines of dis- 
tinctive theme and dress, whereas special objects and regalia rarely materialize 
in more modest buildings on the outskirts of the city (Triadan 2007). Caracol, 
too, presents evidence of variation in animal bone and ceramics during Late 
Classic and Terminal Classic times, the pottery in the center of the city having a 
wider variety of forms (D. Chase and A. Chase 2000: 73). Ritual ceramics, such 
as incense burners, diverged far less (D. Chase and A. Chase 2000: 74). Larger 
mound groups evinced heightened access to richer soils and greater hectarage 
but with relatively little proof of surplus for royalty or people other than those 
prosperous people living in such groups (Murtha 2002: 297-8, 301-2). 

A murkier picture comes from Piedras Negras, were figurines and pottery 
occur in all manner of residences. Modeled figurines in a small mound resemble 
in all respects those found in or near palaces. Both emphasize richness of 
textiles, similar preoccupations with attributes of the face and markers of status, 
lavish use of exotic colorants like “Maya blue” (probably intended to make clay 
objects resemble precious jade), and a shared imagery of supernatural figures. 
Polychrome ceramics occur in the most modest buildings, although pieces 
with legible glyphs do cluster in the city center. Material impoverishment 
appears less to signal elite or nonelite status than, in a still-indeterminate 
correlation, distance from the site core. Humble structures in the center are 
appreciably richer in quality, quantity, and diversity of artifacts than buildings 
some hundreds of meters from the area of densest settlement. The difficulty 
is that archaeology bears only an indirect relation to the precise status and 
rank of people who commissioned dwellings and obtained goods, carried such 
abundance with them to the grave, and served nobles in close daily contact 
(S. Jackson 2005: 594). The probability is that no amount of statistics will elicit 
interactive subtleties of this sort from artifacts alone. 

The best evidence comes from sites with thorough excavation and relevant 
inscriptions. At Copan, two substantial mound groups, both close to but not 
at the center, contain references to these figures on thrones of exceptional size 
and polish (Webster 1989). One, Group 9N-8, has been studied with great 
intensity and skill, confirming that subroyal figures such as aj-k’'uhuun resided 
in or presided over buildings with multiple structures and a high complexity of 
occupation (Hendon 1991). Composing it are dozens of chambers, manifold 
courtyards, and corridors, many of fine finish, with other such groups nearby 
of comparable grandeur. The similarity to royal courts is clear, in careful 
replication of palatial layout. All are predicated on the modest patio grouping 
that extends far into the Maya past. The large number of these palaces around 
Copan and, indeed, at other Classic cities, points to a preponderance of nobles, 
at some places with recognizable “footprints,” at others of reduced number, 
so few as to be, in the absence of texts, alternative palaces for the royal family 
(Plank 2004, figs. 5.52; 5.53, 5-59; Webster et al. 1998). 
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Figure 6.9. Possible sajal residence, the “C-Group,” at Piedras Negras, Guatemala 
(redrawn from Weeks et al. 2005, 403). 


Yet the likelihood is strong that all users of such buildings were not of 
noble station, hence the usefulness of concepts like the “house” (Chapter 2). 
Conceived by analogy with noble families in France, the “house” extends to 
social groupings organized according to metaphors of — and literal encasement 
within — dwellings of stone and mortar (e.g., Gillespie 2000c). Bonds derive 
from that association, by blood at times but mostly by conceptual ties to a 
unit that embraces all ranks in habitual contact and concerted action. Only the 
head of the “house” may, in fact, be noble. The speculative nature of such a 
concept is its weakness, however, in that only a few Maya inscriptions allude 
to “houses” in this way. One is at Tamarindito, Guatemala, in relation to the 
father and mother of a king (see Chapter 2); another is at Tonina, in reference 
to what may be actual buildings, as in a “person of the house of incense [?],” 
aj-ch'afaj?]-naah (Houston 1993, fig. 4-17, Step V, A1-B1, Step VI, Ci-D1). 
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Usumacinta 


Figure 6.10. Sajal palace, Acropolis, El Cayo, Chiapas, Mexico (redrawn from 
Mathews and Aliphat Fernandez 1997, fig. 11). 


If truly central to Maya social order, the term would, it seems, appear with 
greater frequency. It does not. 

A separate set of evidence shows that sajal clustered not only within royal 
cities but at some distance from the “holy lord.” The strongest data are from El 
Cayo, part of the kingdom of Piedras Negras. It consists of a diffuse settlement 
highlighted by an acropolis of small temples, fine masonry steps, and enclosed 
courtyard (Fig. 6.10, Mathews and Aliphat Fernandez 1997, fig. 11). There is 
a suggestion of high, more “private” areas, hinting at a seraglio or preserve 
of noble ladies. At the high level, the Usumacinta River runs within twenty 
meters of this palace, its highest area well equipped to monitor traffic along 
this body of water and to look across to flat areas on the other side of the river. 
In comparison to the vaulting Acropolis of Piedras Negras, this was a minor 
investment, yet the features are similar, as though mimicking a royal palace. 
Not far away, in what may be a planned settlement, a probable sajal at the site of 
Tecolote, here under the sway of Yaxchilan, occupied a complex of buildings 
on relatively low platforms but of exceedingly fine finish (Fig. 6.11, Golden 
et al. 2008). The existence of buildings of such splendor yet isolated from 
clusters of sustaining settlements may be a marker of noble residence, especially 
for nobles fulfilling a territorial rather than a curial or aulic function. The 
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Figure 6.11. Noble palace, Structure 13-1, Tecolote, Guatemala, from kingdom of 
Yaxchilan (courtesy of Charles Golden, Brandeis University). 


relative proximity of some such groups offers the real possibility of intermittent 
occupation, with territorial nobles changing roles as they shifted to courtly 
attendance and back again (Houston 1993, fig. 2—6). 

A few of these magnates could have ajaw rank without, however, any hint 
of “holiness” (Fig. 6.12). Towards the end of the Piedras Negras dynasty, in 
the reign of its last, clearly identified king, such a magnate rose to be the main 
warrior of the ruler. The name of this figure was 1 May Mo’ Chahk, the ajaw of 
what is now La Mar, Mexico. This lord attended court in his youth, as recorded 
by a carved panel at Piedras Negras, in close company with the royal heir. His 
record illustrates the advantages and predicaments of a magnate. Stela 12 at 
Piedras Negras is among the most complex compositions in Maya imagery, 
a jumble of captives between the columnar figures of victorious nobles. The 
main noble was Mo’ Chahk of La Mar, the main captive a sajal from Pomona. 
The events leading up to this scene are rendered on a sculpture, now in the Los 
Angeles Museum of Art, in which the magnate pays no heed to his overlord, 
only to his own victory over the enemy. The rhetorical focus changes on 
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Piedras Negras Stela 12. The captive is now presented at court, in offering to 
the holy lord. The king thus insinuates himself into a conquest that appeared, 
from the vantage of La Mar, to form a relatively independent action. On the 
royal throne of Piedras Negras the name of Mo’ Chahk marks the backrest of 
the king’s throne. This is an impressive object positioned at the culmination of 
flow into the royal palace, in a building looking down on a courtyard for visi- 
tors, fronted by a megalithic stairway for the presentation of tribute (D. Stuart 
1998, figs. 29-30; Thompson 1971, fig. 58). When sitting, the ruler would have 
rested against the magnate’s name, a subtle reminder of the probable power 
behind the throne. Yet the sense of royal ineffectuality is belied by the ability 
of the holy lord to collect and commission work from the remarkable ateliers 
of sculptors (Montgomery 1995; see Section titled “What Nobles Did”). 
Noble burials, at least at places like Piedras Negras, differ notably from 
those of royalty, with their exclusive access to precious objects, and those of 
low station, who may have, at best, a prepared chamber for their repose (see 
Fig. 7.15 in Chapter 7). A tomb with a panel, now eroded but similar in size 
to mortuary slabs of sajal, consisted of a crypt with the body that could not, 
because of poor preservation, be sexed or aged (Houston et al. 2003, fig. 2; 
S. Jackson 2005: 548-90). The building with the crypt had cylindrical altars, 
suggesting rites of sacrifice to noble memory. Yet its contents, while rich in 
comparison to burials nearby, fell far short of royal mortuary finds at Piedras 
Negras. What is noteworthy is the ability of this figure, a probable sajal or 
nobleman, to trigger cults of sacrifice in formal ways, through an expensive 
structure dedicated to the noble’s interment and subsequent remembrance. 


WHAT NOBLES DID 


The way to understand nobles is to see them in action, insofar as this is possible 
through controlled and restrictive texts and images. The principal distinction 
is between those attending the ruler at court and those in more energetic 
service, at places away from court or palace. The courtly noble is one who 
supported the throne or ruler as though an underworld supporter of upper 
surfaces, backs bent, arms lifted up in strain against an inconceivable weight. 
An idealized task as royal supporters found expression as a cosmic metaphor. 
The ti’-sak-hu’n could also grasp day signs, as participants in calendrical cycles 
that tended time itself in year-bearer rituals (Schele and Miller 1986, fig. HI. 12). 
Courtly life could involve more practical service, too. Nobles in palace scenes 
offered drink, food, and, in a crucial role, tribute. This could be brought in 
the form of war captives harvested in battle, for eventual delivery to rulers, or 
in other goods understood to be the labor of work and effort, patan (D. Stuart 
1998, fig. 6). The fiction was of willing collaboration in the machinery and 
maintenance of the court. An entire set of unprovenanced vessels highlights the 
delivery of bloodied captives to overlords, by figures described as “head staffs,” 
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Figure 6.12. Portraits of magnate, 1 May Mo’ Chahk, at various ages: (a) as youth, 
Piedras Negras Panel 3, in a scene dated to c. AD 749 (courtesy of Archives, University 
of Pennsylvania Museum); (b) La Mar Stela 3, AD 794 (now in Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art; drawing by Stephen Houston); (c) Piedras Negras Stela 12, AD 795 
(I). Stuart and I. Graham 2003: 61). 


ba-te’, almost bailiff-like in their function (K6674). Not a few were specifically 
associated with the throne itself, as in a statement deciphered by Marc Zender 
as ba-tz’am, “head person of the throne,” found in use by multiple people in 
the Bonampak murals of Mexico (Fig. 6.13, M. Miller 1986, figs. I[I:7, HI:17). 

Some such tributaries can be understood, according to a recent hypothesis, 
as lords or high commoners presiding over sectors of cities, perhaps coinciding 
with the clusters of mound groups seen in many Maya cities (Lacadena 2006). 
The title with such functions may have been, although rarely documented, 
lakam, from a term for “banner” or “standard” — perhaps to identify a social 
grouping — or from a Tzeltal term for “companion,” lak (Ruz 1986: 316). In 
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baah pakal baah tz’am 


Figure 6.13. Noble titles related to objects, Bonampak murals building (drawing 
Stephen Houston, courtesy of Mary Miller, Bonampak Documentation Project, Yale 
University). 


compensation, such lords were probably fed rich meals and drinks of chocolate, 
as in numerous depictions from Late Classic scenes. The reciprocal flow of 
service, attendance, and gifts is easier to discern than to break, on current 
evidence, into understandable rules. Skimpy and ill-prepared servings would 
compromise the honor of the host, however, as would failure to attend and 
offer appropriate deference. Visitors at such times might have been the ebeet or 
“messengers” from foreign courts. A few of these strangers, some possibly from 
Teotihuacan, Mexico, the capital of what was likely an early Mesoamerican 
empire, found their way as exalted personages into sites in central Peten, 
with supremely disruptive effects, perhaps even to the extent of prompting 
shifts in dynasties (D. Stuart 2000). The figure known as “Born from Fire,” 
Sihyaj K’ahk’, is in some respects the major historical personage of the Early 
Classic period, with references at several sites in northern Guatemala. Yet the 
Classic Maya generally found non-Maya or nonnobles beneath notice. Some 
of the few that appear are in the murals recovered from a market facility 
sponsored by royalty at Calakmul. The paintings feature a lady dressed in blue 
garments, almost erotic in presentation, along with a variety of vendors and, 
in one scene, a serving girl in drab gear (Martin 2006). From later evidence, 
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Figure 6.14. Messenger lord, Bonampak murals, Room 1, late ninth-century AD 
(painting Heather Hurst with Leonard Ashby, glyph drawing, Stephen Houston, cour- 
tesy of Mary Miller, Bonampak Documentation Project, Yale University). 


slaves probably existed in Classic Maya society, but this may be the only such 
servant seen directly in imagery of the time. 

The Bonampak murals, among the most grandiose portraits of court society 
in ancient America, demonstrates through its texts that the nobles in attendance 
were, in fact, emissaries from higher lords who chose not to attend in person 
(Fig. 6.14, Houston et al. 2006: 248-51). They came dressed in tribute — cotton 
mantles with distinctive bordering, Spondylus shells, bright plumes — stripping 
it when required, bundling it in neat packages at the throne of the lord. 
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They then shifted back to the comparatively plain dress of courtiers, with 
simple loincloths and forward-swept headdresses. Many are not even identified 
by glyphic labels but only by the name of the person they represent. In the final 
room of the murals, the labels are, as a cryptic touch, left blank, as though the 
relevant scribe did not finish the job for such nondescript figures. In contrast, 
across from these seated emissaries are dancing lords, each with full, labeling 
captions. 

The presence of food and drink in many tableaux with nobles suggests 
that, like modern Maya, women or specialized chefs prepared such meals 
and in decided abundance. They are likely, too, to have woven the cotton 
tributary mantles seen in the Bonampak murals and other exemplifications of 
tribute (Chapter 5). The difficulty of detecting such females poses a challenge 
to scholarship. Some of these high-ranking figures must have been noble 
women, not just royalty. For example, excavations at Dos Pilas revealed a special 
“dower” house, with a throne commemorating royal deaths but especially that 
of a queen, whose probable tomb was found below the bench (Houston 
et al. 1991; also Haviland 1981: 115-7). Magnates of great wealth may also 
have commissioned similar buildings for widowed noble women, in part to 
distance them. Like queen mothers, dowagers are inclined to be a natural 
focus of faction in courtly societies, true forces to be reckoned with, and 
about whom ambivalent feelings swirl (F Kaplan 1997: 100-1; Stoeltje 1997: 
45-9). Little is known about the relation between older and younger women 
in noble households, although maidens were probably kept close until ready 
to marry. It is probable that headgear, especially twisted or elaborate wraps, 
differentiated instantly between married and unmarried women. Classic Maya 
pottery provides some evidence that the transition from married to unmarried 
involved transportation, at least metaphorically, by tumpline from natal to 
marital home (K5847). Overt sexuality may have been more closely linked 
with maidens or concubines than married women (K7268). Here, as with 
royalty, the existence of polygyny and concubinage was likely, for reasons of 
production, political alliance, and the burdensome demands of cousinage and 
client-patronage (Cohen 1981: 222). But it is not yet possible to identify these 
forms of marriage and affiance among Classic nobles with any certainty. 

Another weakness of interpretation is the challenge of distinguishing those 
at court from those of actual noble status. The two are, from comparative 
information, unlikely to be the same (Chapter 5). Not a few palace scenes 
depict dwarves in attendance on rulers, without any overt markers of noble 
status. The dwarves often serve food, make sly comments in one case, and hold 
mirrors so the ruler can admire his appearance — the contrast of body types, 
beautiful lord with his opposite, must have been deliberate (Fig, 6.2). A dwarf 
is another mouth to feed, so some lords make do with wooden versions of 
them, holding mirrors at a good angle for royal view (Miller and Martin 2004, 
pls. 16-17). Musicians occur in some scenes, as in Late Classic Bonampak 
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murals, characterized broadly as “singers,” k’ayoom, wor- 
thy of personal names but no other epithets (Houston 
1997). The skills must have been demanding. A vivid 
image on a Late Classic vessel shows only the hands and 
instrument, a trombone-like gourd with a sliding device 
allowing the player to extend the instrument’s length and 
adjust its pitch; another musician modulates the tone of 
a conch trumpet, his hand covering its opening (K1453). 

Noblemen could come to court as youths for training 
as pages (Chapter 5). This training, crucial in the dis- 
semination of courtly knowledge and in forming bonds 
between king and noble, probably took place within spe- 
cial schools of the sort described for the Aztec (Sahagún 
1950-1982, 2: 16, 60, 3: 49). A Classic vase shows a 
mythic template for such activities (Robicsek and Hales 
1981: 53). Other than a ground line there is no archi- 
tectural frame for the scene, but older gods speak to 
respectful pairs of youths. In obvious scenes of instruc- 
tion, gods speak words and numbers that loop as thin 
speech lines from their mouths. There may have been 
corrosive factionalism between youths and their seniors, 
yet later sources describe, if anything, exceptional rever- 
ence for the elderly and, in Classic times, great esteem 
for the “wise,” itz’aat, an attribute cherished by the sajal 
lords of Xcalumkin (D. Stuart 1989b). Guardians of royal 
youths represented another process by which important 
courts shipped nobles to inculcate values to heirs in sub- 
ordinate dynasties. When shown, such guardians or tutors 
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Figure 6.15. Sculptor loaned 
to Bonampak by Yaxchilan, 
Bonampak Stela 1, AD 780 
(photograph by Michael Coe). 


dress simply and lean over in the Maya gesture of deference, an arm placed on 


the shoulder (Houston 1993, fig. 4-19). 


For a literate society, and one that prized image to high aesthetic refinement, 
scribes and sculptors would loom large (see Chapter 9; M. Coe and Kerr 1998; 
D. Stuart 1989, 1990). Many dozens of sculptors are known, and at least one 
was known as the “head” sculptor at Piedras Negras, perhaps the master of an 
atelier. Where the sculptors are well-documented, they appear to coincide in 
time as clusters of craftsmen working together, shifting to another set some 
twenty years later (Houston 2000: 154-6). Sculptors could be loaned from one 
dynasty to another, and such loans were called anab, perhaps meaning “person 
of the carving implement.” Sculptures at Bonampak were, for example, shaped 
by carvers from Yaxchilan, and even Yaxchilan itself had sculptors loaned from 
elsewhere (Fig. 6.15, I. Graham 1979: 101; M. Miller 1986, fig. 12). If proof 
were needed, this confirms that image making was embedded in larger social 
relations. This makes all the more puzzling the spotty distribution of sculptors’ 
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labels at influential sites like Tikal, Copan, or Dos Pilas. One explanation may 
be that this reflects the variable sumptuary codes of those who could achieve 
recorded visibility. Notably, many such sculptors went by various forms of the 
name Chahk, a deity associated with an axe, a fitting device for carving. Yet 
sculptors are only in one case accorded ajaw rank, suggesting either an origin 
in vaguely noble status or meritocratic promotion from commoner families. 

The calligraphers are known through mythic templates that connect such 
skills with dextrous figures like monkeys, particularly the howler monkey who 
wears, as a scribe, a distinctive fringed headdress of woven, almost basket-like 
material (Fig. 6.16; M. Coe 1977b; M. Coe and Kerr 1998, pl. 30). The fact 
that this figure appears as a substitute for the day sign k’in suggests a connection 
to the later title for calendar priest, ah k’in. Yet actual, named calligraphers 
are quite rare during the Classic period. Almost all of them are associated 
with the central lakes area of northern Guatemala, especially with the so- 
called Ik’ kingdom, a polity with dominion over the western part of Lake 
Peten Itza (Houston 2000, fig. 4). Why these figures would have a prominence 
denied other scribes is not known, although it is a region characterized by vase 
painting of supreme finish and execution, along with experimentation in novel 
combinations of color (Houston et al. 2009). As with all nobles in the Classic 
world, such figures are visible in hieroglyphs and imagery only at a fairly late 
date, the first sculptor’s labels coming to the fore in the later years of the Early 
Classic period. 

For Classic nobles, it is easy to imagine the smooth play, if brutal undercur- 
rents, of courtly interaction. The corridors, courtyards, and banqueting halls 
must have pulsed as arenas of competitive evaluation. Those who overlooked 
or failed to understand codes, or even the high language of court, would 
soon be exposed as buffoonish pretenders and excluded from royal society. But 
words may slash yet leave no bleeding wounds. That was not the case with 
another, principal role of nobles, which was to fight and to prepare for such 
conflict in conditions of controlled violence, ballplay, and hunting. These led 
eventually to the deadly serious games of seizing captives for heightened honor 
and to outright warfare, resulting in the burning and subjugation of cities and 
the submission and demise of foreign kings. 

Ballplaying, known as pitz among the Classic Maya, occurred in a variety 
of settings, even against stairways, often with prodigiously large balls of rubber 
(Fig. 6.17; Taladoire 1981, 2001; Zender 2004a). Usually balls were thrown, 
to bounce and roll around ballcourts that consisted of parallel structures with 
sloping fields of play and vertical stops on the upper walls of the court. At 
Piedras Negras, these vertical walls displayed a panel with images of boxers, 
suggesting that courts had multiple uses for sport and contest (Taube and 
Zender 2005). Gladiatorial struggles are now thought to be more common 
than previously thought, and grim in the extreme. An incised vase from the 


Figure 6.16. Monkey scribes, Late Classic period (M. Coe and Justin Kerr 1988, 
pl. 75, drawing by Diane Griffiths Peck). 


Late Classic period depicts two youths assailing each other with sharpened 
weapons, perhaps of bone (K7749). One is close to gouging out the eyes 
of another, a bloody exhibit that recalls a captive on another vessel, his eyes 
removed, all that remains an ooze of body serum (K6674). 

The physical setting of ballcourts is standardized yet divergent in detail. 
Some have markers in the court floor. These are often rounded, flush with 
the surface, and likely used in scoring systems that cannot now be interpreted. 
Scuffling movement, with players sliding hips and feet against the ball or 
striking it with a forearm, shunted the ball to the desired effect. A few Classic 
courts even have the ballcourt rings common in central Mexico, where the 
ultimate and tricky goal was to direct a ball through the circle (I. Graham 1980: 
187). The links between ballplay, captives, decapitation, and symbolic cavities 
looking into the underworld, as at Copan, are deep and widespread, suggesting 
that this sport of kings prepared for or resulted from battle and war. More to 
the point here, several scenes on Classic pottery implicate lords, usually youths 
or ch’ok, in ballplay, or rulers and visiting lords of highest rank (K3814, I. 
Graham et al. 2006: 116). In preparation for play, trumpets sounded; when 
play was over, ballgear passed into storage within the palace, in one image 
just behind the royal throne (K2784). A long string of panels from Yaxchilan 
demonstrate that ballplayers included high-ranking nobles, even a “head sajal” 
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(I. Graham 1982: 163). The layering of meaning is dense. One lord strikes 
a ball, impersonates the wind god, and describes his prowess at war through 
a title of guardianship. The same set of sculptures injects metaphor into the 
display by showing ladies striking a ball at the same time they sit cross-legged, 
a position hardly conducive to this activity (I. Graham 1982: 156). 

The aggressive action of such scenes and the occasional sculptures of captives 
in ballcourts ties in ballplaying, gladiatorial combat, and boxing with other 
forms of violence. Not a few images on Maya pots and even a few sculptures 
underscore the importance of the hunt, particularly of deer, to Maya royalty 
and nobles (Emery 2007). The coordination of activity, the weaponry, the 
bloody outcome, and the use of conch sounds to confuse and frighten prey 
all recall the special set of skills and equipment necessary for the hunting of 
more serious prey, namely, humans. Being warriors was probably the main role 
of nobles within a system that clearly prized bravery and direct contact with 
enemies — a title of royalty, expressive of this emphasis, is the count-of-captives 
by which lords reckoned their number of captives (D. Stuart 1985a). And 
with that duty came risks of becoming one of the many captives identified in 
Classic Maya texts and imagery. The copious images of misery after torture and 
humiliation may also have led to acts of stoicism and dignity in the competitive 
field of Maya honor. A tiny number are lords, but many, from lack of other 
titles, were likely nobles plucked in defeat from skirmishes or conflicts of 
greater scale and duration. A figure in the Bonampak murals is known as a 
“head-shield,” bafah|-pakal; another was known as “head-flint,” bafah|-took’, 
a title seen with a captive at Tonina (Fig. 6.13; I. Graham et al. 2006: 88; 
M. Miller 1986, fig. IfI:15, 11:23). Expressions such as these, clearly attached 
to nobles of value, may have been allusions to a favored weapon or metonymic 
tokens of specific status within an armed force. 


CLASSIC NOBLES 


Aside from kings and their family, nobles are the people in clearest focus from 
the Classic period. Many of their names are known, in glory and defeat, as 
is their embedded state within Classic kingdoms. Comparative evidence and 
information from Maya sources expose them as figures in tense conditions, 
some of their own making. The more complete the data, the more transparent 
and intense the contest with royal will, the pretensions to honor and relative 
autonomy, and the regal responses to these maneuvers. Nobles were obvious 
conduits of tribute flowing up the system to kings and, in their palaces, chan- 
nels of redistribution. Other functions, such as adjudication and landholding 
are probable from a review of aristocrats in other parts of the world but hard ae 
pin down given the available evidence. Nobles emerge into scholarly sight at a 
date far later than expected, but only to disappear once again as kingdoms d 


rulership veered into a decline from which few recovered. These remains, texts 
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Figure 6.17. Ballplay against stairway and seated figure with conch, Drawings 21 
and 22, Naj Tunich, Guatemala, Late Classic period (photograph courtesy of George 
Stuart). 


and images afford, to positive effect, a sliver of vision within a restricted time, 
with especially strong information from the southern lowlands, where texts 
illuminate archaeology more fully than to the north of the Yucatan Peninsula. 
The view is only razor thin, however. A mystifying attribute of Classic nobles is 
their difficulty in creating legible, enduring memorials to the birthright claims 
behind most systems of aristocracy. Dependent on heredity, Maya nobles failed 
to leave much evidence of deep genealogy, deferring instead to royal appoint- 
ment. In the future, the dimensions of noble life will attain greater legibility, 
not at all sites, but in those sites with promising leads already in place, especially 


those in the Usumacinta drainage and in select cities such as Palenque. Despite 
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their importance and present-day accessibility, these settlements have yet to see 
much excavation beyond their royal cores. At the lower reaches of this core, 
barely rising above common status, nobility will provide a sustained focus for 
Mayanist scholarship to examine the people who articulated and bridged the 
highest reaches of society with the lowest. 


CHAPTER 7 


GODS, SUPERNATURALS, AND ANCESTORS 


THE “SUPERNATURAL” 


The Classic Maya perceived their world as a blend of physical matter and spirit 
vitality: bodies of water appeared as serpents, hills as creatures with faces, with 
caves for mouths; flints displayed bony heads in jagged outline; and storms 
danced as figures with axes in place of lightning. Expressing a distinctive 
understanding of sociality, the Maya assigned thought and action to a set of 
beings that would, by most present-day belief, exist apart from daily life. These 
personages included gods, supernaturals, and “ancestors” — that is, key Humans 
who came before — all in categories that, to Maya faith, blurred and joined 
in their essence to commune in turn with humans. For the Classic Maya, this 
group of beings formed as much a part of society as any royals, nobles, farmers, 
artisans, or traders. 


K’uh 


“Supernatural” and “god” are words that risk a range of misleading connota- 
tions. The first suggests, for example, that there is a category of “natural” crea- 
ture that contrasts with supernatural beings. As an existential claim, this departs 
greatly from what is known of essences and extendible spirits in Mesoamerica 
and the Maya region, where the natural and the supernatural can be hard to 
distinguish (Houston et al. 2006: 98—101). The second word, “god,” evokes, 
at least potentially, a Western stream of theology, according to which deities 
intercede in human lives, save souls, and organize themselves as families. By 
common misconception, gods like this also lead in evolutionary progression 
towards monotheism, where a single deity replaces and subsumes other beings. 
These understandings may not capture the subtle interplay in Mesoamer- 
ica between transcendent and highly specific kinds of spiritual energy. For the 
Maya evidence, too, terms like “supernatural” and “god” prompt a set of claims 
and counterclaims, each of which purports to lie closer to indigenous belief. 
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Figure 7.1. Maya gods, Sun Deity and Moon Goddess (Miller and Martin 2004. 
fig. 14c, and drawing by Stephen Houston, after rendering by Barbara Fash, Copan 
throne, Group 8N-11). 


There have been three stages to scholarly discussion about intelligent, non- 
human or superhuman beings among the Maya. Early scholars, especially Paul 
Schellhas (1904), were the first to identify supernaturals by looking carefully 
at name glyphs and accompanying figures in a set of pre-Columbian codices 
widely assumed (but not proven) to come from Postclassic Yucatan. The beings 
identified by Schellhas were, in general, anything but human. In place of reg- 
ular features, they had large eyes, now known to represent “eagle or raptor 
vision,” aquiline noses, a consistent set of vestments and paraphernalia, and, 
in some cases, animal-like mouths (Fig. 7.1). Most were old, a Maya gloss 
on the power of the aged, wise with years, full of experience, and, for some 
such beings, laden with potent force described as “heat” by modern Maya 
(Guiteras-Holmes 1961: 71-3; Houston et al. 2006: 48-9; Vogt 1976: 32-3). 
Because Schellhas could not read the name glyphs, he assigned arbitrary labels 
like “God A,” “God B,” and so forth (Schellhas 1904: 7-8). The system is still 
used by Mayanists, with a number of additions and corrections (Taube 1992a: 
5-7). Yet an unfortunate effect of the codical research was to emphasize the 
Postclassic period in most discussions of Maya religion, perhaps because the 
codices themselves dated to this later time (Vail and Bricker 2004). Even more 
recent, general books on the Maya refer to deities solely with respect to Schell- 
has and to enigmatic lists of deities from early colonial sources (e.g., Henderson 
1997: $2; Morley 1947: 213, 221-31), skirting immense quantities of infor- 
mation from the Classic Maya themselves (e.g., M. Coe 1973, 1975, 1978). 
An analogy would be to study Christ from the vantage of post-Reformation 
views only, without attention to the beliefs from the early Christian period or 
the Middle Ages: not wrong per se, but incomplete. 
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Figure 7.2. K’uh and k’uhul, for “god” or “holy”: (a) Palenque Temple XXI 
bench:Z1, AD 736; and (b) Postclassic Dresden Codex, p. sb. 


A second wave of studies rejected the word “god” altogether or saw it as too 
compromised by Old World preconceptions. To this way of thinking, Maya 
“deities” were to be understood as impersonal forces of nature or apotheosized 
ancestors or heroes (J. Marcus 1978: 180; 1983b: 345, 349, 351; Proskouriakoff 
1965: 470-1; 1978: 116-17). Related studies suggested that, if belief in gods 
existed, it had to be a late development, present among the Maya during the 
Postclassic but not earlier, with heavy borrowing from the doctrines of central 
Mexico (Baudez 2002; J. Marcus 1992b: 270-1). The first proposal had some 
limited truth. Chahk is a deity of rain and storms, K’inich a god of the sun, God 
“E” the personification of ever-resurgent maize; linked to the moon, a young 
goddess relates in an obvious manner to menstruation and cycles of fertility — 
her companion tends, not surprisingly, to be a rabbit. But the second claim 
was incorrect, its main flaw being that it perceived a strong divide between 
Classic and Postclassic supernaturals (Houston 2004: 446). This is contradicted 
by glyphs and iconography, which show overwhelming continuities across 
millennia, if in patterns that seem to be continually reshaped by transmission 
through different groups and periods (e.g., Taube 1992a: 22-3). 

Yet there remains a legitimate question of definition. If gods are sentient, 
enduring beings with extraordinary powers and explanatory narratives, then 
surely the Classic Maya believed in these spirits. If all supernaturals are called 
“gods,” however, there is a real difficulty, for the Classic Maya perceived other 
beings with unusual properties yet did not describe them as k’u/i (Houston and 
I). Stuart 1996: 292-3). The distinction between different kinds of spirit leads 
to a third phase of study. This is Maya theology in its own framework, without 
naive replications of Old World models or, in reaction, overstated rejections 
of religious comparisons. 

For the Classic Maya, the fundamental term was k’uh, as spelled out syllabi- 
cally in a number of texts, along with its adjectival form, k’'uhul (Fig. 7.2). K’uh 
is an ancient word, going back to the beginnings of Mayan languages, with 
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a range of meanings that includes, even today, “god,” “day,” and “blessing” 
(Kaufman 2003: 458-60). If certain suffixes are added, the term widens to mean 
“soul” or “spirit,” a vital essence coursing through the blood (Houston and 
D. Stuart 1996: 292; Vogt 1969: 369-71). For some modern Maya groups, this 
more expansive term applies to the basis of human intelligence, language, and 
emotion (Pitarch Ramón 1993: 45). Other evidence from the wider setting 
of Mesoamerica indicates that spirit essence manifested itself as “a numinous, 
impersonal force diffused throughout the universe” (Townsend 1979: 28) or 
as a “divine principle . . . in multiple forms, some ambivalent, some expressing 
opposite principles in their different manifestations” (Burkhart 1989: 37). 

In philosophy, a principle of this sort would accord with what has been 
described as “monism,” the postulate that matter and mind neither divide nor 
separate from one another. But there is a necessary modification in the Maya 
case. What animated the material world was, according to a variety of sources, 
a vitalizing energy that could dissipate or shift to another location. The bond 
of things to inspiriting force was at least potentially dissolvable, although it 
seemed to attach more strongly to natural features, less so to portable objects 
or objects made by humans. In the Classic period, the idea of a shifting 
essence accounts for why portraits of rulers and others could be “switched 
off” or disabled by the expedient of scratching out sculpted eyes or by hacking 
at carved noses and ears (Houston et al. 2006: 76; Just 2005; Mesick 2006). If 
the portraits were mere stone, these actions would serve no purpose other than 
casual vandalism, an unlikely motivation given the precision and consistency 
of sculptural disablement. At death, human bodies, too, lost an energizing 
force that was conceptualized as wind or breath (Houston et al. 2006: 145-7). 
To create an image or build a structure became, in this notion of causality, a 
magical, potent act. 

This was true also for certain acts of destruction, which could unmake or 
“kill” what were, for the Maya, vitalized objects or buildings. Perforations in 
the bottoms of bowls, especially those from Classic Maya burials, may have 
come from acts of “unmaking” a usable ceramic and disabling it as a firm- 
bottomed container by drilling a single hole in its base. Alternatively, the 
objects were transformed for inversionary use by the deceased, who might 
have consumed “food” that did not require a normal kind of pot. The intent 
is almost impossible to reconstruct, although the act of drilling, so often 
connected to fire making in Maya imagery, suggests that the creation of heat, 
perceived or real, played some part in these actions (D. Stuart and Houston 
1994: fig. 89). The more important and general observation is that monism and 
its instabilities — energies in flux, attaching and detaching from the material 
world — probably explained to the Maya why inertia did not prevail and why 
the world ebbed and flowed, at times visibly but often imperceptibly. Not quite 
helpless, humans could channel and modulate that flow through specific action. 

At this point an elite perspective comes to the fore, as it does with so 
much evidence from the Classic period. The bias is regrettable but inevitable, 
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Figure 7.3. Yaxchilan Stela 7, showing k’uh energy in blood, flowing over tributary, 
final quarter of eighth century AD (drawing by Stephen Houston). 


and it would be counterproductive to ignore authentic, if skewed, voices 
from the time. Rich in detail, the data are also surprising. For example, royal 
imagery connected k’uh and k’uhul to kings and queens only or, in cases 
of deity impersonation, to a small group of nobles, as at Yaxchilan during 
the Late Classic period (D. Stuart et al. 1999: I-44). In contrast to the later 
evidence from the Maya that we presented earlier, these were concepts not 
connected in any detectable way to nonelites. In a few images, k’uh materialized 
as droplets with signs for color or shells, a likely borrowing from similar 
designs at Teotihuacan (A. Miller 1973: figs. 307-14, 324-14). Released by 
bloodletting, it coursed from the hands of kings onto tributaries and tribute, as 
though sacralizing such people or things (Fig. 7.3; D. Stuart 2005). Nonetheless, 
the energized substance was more than blood; it was also a vital element. 
Presumably, the many artifacts daubed with red pigments or colorants such as 
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specular hematite or cinnabar evoked vital forces, not just effusions of blood. 
At Copan and Palenque, the use of red colorants marks certain royal tombs, 
as though expressing and preserving the spiritual intensities of people within 
(Bell 2007; Lopez Jiménez 2005). 

There is another nuance. As a basic noun in the inscriptions, k’uh refers 
to specific beings only. In this it appears to depart from the more abstract 
concept of a divine principle in all things. That is, imagery expands the frame 
of reference for k’uh and k’uliul by showing it oozing from royal palms. But 
texts restrict k’uwh in particular to the kinds of personalities we might call 
“gods.” This is evident when k’uh are possessed, as the owner was always a 
person and the k’uh always a named supernatural. An expression in several 
texts refers to the “eight thousand k’ul” or “gods,” perhaps as some reference 
to an overwhelming number, and also describes the totality of gods as the 
chanal k’uh, kabal k’uh, the “celestial gods, the terrestrial gods,” hinting, too, 
that deities had habitual abodes above and below, embracing the sum of the 
physical world (D. Stuart et al. 1999: I-43). Several texts and images show us 
that in remote time a selection of gods was assembled before the deity of traders 
and wealth, God L in the Schellhas system, to whom they offered tribute and 
submission (M. Coe 1973: pl. 49). 

Indeed, many gods appear in multiples or pairs, or in fused depictions, as 
with God N and a celestial bird. Perhaps these mergers and fusions come about 
because the gods joined in tasks, such as rowing a canoe for the Maize God — 
these are the so-called “Paddler” Deities — or because they assembled to witness 
the accessions of rulers. Other fusions may have resulted from combinations of 
godly identity that stemmed from the customary movements and biographies 
of certain deities (Martin 2007; D. Stuart et al. 1999: II-48—s0). Accordingly, 
the Sun God displayed fishlike properties because he had just emerged, as the 
sun does daily, from the eastern sea (Houston and Taube 2007). Other variants 
doubtless associated with world directions, as, in ethnographic evidence, a 
Chahk being connected to this or that sector of the universe (Hanks 1984: 
138). Whatever their name or nature, gods were understood as necessary 
participants in certain rituals, not as those directly authorizing such events but 
as those whose company was deemed necessary. For example, an eagle-like 
being, the “Principal Bird Deity,” occurs in the earliest Maya imagery, from 
Preclassic Izapa, Chiapas, and San Bartolo, Guatemala, and later swoops into 
royal lives as a messenger or harbinger of gods (Fig. 7.4, Houston et al. 2006: 
236-41). For the Classic Maya, his presence signaled a high and holy event, 
particularly at moments of royal accession. 

Maya deities can be seen to operate in sacred narratives portrayed on Classic 
Maya pottery, some with links to the colonial-era Popol Vuh of the K’ichee’ 
Maya in highland Guatemala (Christenson 2000, 2003, 2007). Yet most such 
images, which are especially numerous in the Late Classic period, relate to 
accounts that have no known survivors among later Maya, although many 
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Figure 7.4. The Principal Bird Deity: (a) Late Preclassic, West Wall, Pinturas Sub-I, 
San Bartolo, Guatemala (painting by Heather Hurst, courtesy of William Saturno, 
San Bartolo Project); and (b) Late Classic vessel, ca. eighth-century AD, near Lake 
Peten Itza, Guatemala (after photography from Michel Quenon). 


deities evolved into later versions: Chahk the Classic Rain God became the 
Yucatec Chak (Chac in many spellings), so well attested in ethnographic stud- 
ies of Maya religion, and an elderly midwife goddess transformed into the 
Postclassic and colonial Ixchel (Gann 1917; B. Love n.d.: 10; Taube 1992a, 
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1994). Dominant narratives in the Classic sources refer to the Maize God on 

his journeys of growth, harvesting, and rebirth, or to courtly scenes with the 

Sun God, and even tricksterlike myths that involve rabbits seizing the head- 

dress of God L (Taube 19922: fig. 43). Several accounts border on witty, almost 

folkloric ribaldry, as in elderly gods cuckolded by deer. Other offer presumed 

templates for royal behavior through the example of solemn and decorous gods 

in courtly settings (Taube 1992a: 31—41, 50-6). l 
Yet the sequences of narrative from pot to pot can be difficult to piece 

into an overall, coherent narrative. There are gaps in evidence and a strong 

likelihood of regional variations. A number of stories may have been codified 

or fixed, others varied according to the occasion, influenced by the precise 

setting in which they were told or presented. Idiosyncratic settings are elusive, 

naturally, but what is probable is that these narratives formed mythic templates 

for royal action and were to be retold or improvised as performances at court 

(Houston and D. Stuart 1996: 292). Familiarity with these stories reinforced 

their value as entertainment and, in their more refined form, as tokens of 

elite status. The fact that images of these narratives proliferate on drinking 


= vessels indicates that they were designed to prompt some response, including 
a a polished comment or recitation of narrative. 

bs Humans had other relations to gods. The most obvious was the presence 
n of “patron” deities at certain sites (Houston and D. Stuart 1996: 293—4). Dos 
A Pilas and Aguateca had two such gods. These could be fused on occasion, 
È) as though the deities did not always possess absolutely discrete identities. For 
k its part, Palenque possessed three patron gods, and even minor sites, like La 
È) Mar, itemized their own set of local supernaturals. Such gods were housed 
z in special structures, known as wahyib, “sleeping places,” that corresponded 
$ to some of the pyramids at Maya cities. The Temple of the Inscriptions at 


Tikal is one such building, situated at the end of a long causeway and at some 
distance, in a southwesterly direction, from other major structures at the site 
(A. Miller 1986: fig. 46a, b). Copan had these buildings in miniature, small, solid 
“structures” meant to resemble Maya dwellings, with doorways that contained 
the crouching god, always depicted in generic form (Fig. 7.5, Andrews V. and 
Fash 1992: figs. 16, 17). These gods were “seated” on the same day as the local 
king, in this case the final, well-known ruler of Copan (D. Stuart et al. 1999: 
Il-59). Texts from Copan and Quirigua are especially informative, confirming 
that rulers had certain gods that belonged to them and, it seems, to them alone. 
The pattern continued into the Terminal Classic at Chichen Itza, where local 
lords had their own deities and housed them within the masonry rooms of 
single-story buildings (Plank 2004: 177; D. Stuart et al. 1999: Il-61). Strangely, 
the architectural setting, although well made, was not especially impressive for 
such godly occupants. 

The nature of Classic deities is likely to have been more than that of faces 
glimpsed or imagined in incense smoke. Instead, their presence may have been 
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Figure 7.5. Wahyib or “deity dwellings” from Copan, Honduras: (a), (b), and (c) 
Three sides of one house model; (d) a house model complete with roof. (Andrews 
and Fash 1992, fig. 16. Courtesy of the Middle American Research Institute and the 
Copan Acropolis Archaeology Project). 


quite tangible. Small effigies appear in Maya imagery, and a number survive to 
the present, such as a series of Early Classic Rain Gods found in various public 
collections (Houston and Taube 2007). The sculptures of kings multiplied the 
royal presence, but so did the images of deities infused with the essence of gods 
(Houston et al. 2006: fig. 2.11). To have such an effigy of renown and might, 
to house it in a special facility, and, at times, to parade it in public view were, 
one presumes, rare privileges for a particular dynasty. As for the public, Maya 
kings could be seen maintaining and petitioning spirits. Rulership among the 
Maya clearly involved a role as pivotal intermediaries, to the extent, perhaps, 
of speaking for gods in oracular pronouncement, a feature noted for other 
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Figure 7.6. Yaxchilan Lintel 39, Structure 16, with summoning of K’awiil, ca. AD 763 
(I. Graham 1979, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 3, Part 2: 85, reproduced 
courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


parts of Mesoamerica (Pohl 1994: 117-18). There is no direct evidence of 
how such mediation took place — secluded spaces on temple summits were 
probable locations for some discourse between humans and deities. But later 
sources point to the necessity of appropriate preparation and comportment for 
the king and his courtiers, including fasting, abstinence, and other forms of 
abasement (Pharo 2007: 44). 

A necessary step in this process was that of “conjuring” (tzak) particular gods 
who could materialize in Maya imagery in the form of figures in the maws 
of centipedes, as at Yaxchilan (Fig. 7.6; D. Stuart et al. 1999: I-51). The fact 
that, in colonial Yukatek, tzak also carries the meaning of “summon [weather] 
clouds” indicates that these royal actions were not just ethereal invocations of 
gods (Barrera Vasquez 1980: 850). Potentially, they had practical aims, such as 
rain making or ensuring material bounty for the people of the king. In the 
absence of secure evidence for the economic role of rulers, these may have 
been crucial royal functions, along with assembling tribute from underlings 
and offering feasts and other precious articles in return (see Chapter 5). 

A valid question concerns the expectations of gods. The relevant term may 
be “phagiohierarchy,” from Greek phagos, “eater of,” and hierarchy, which 
pertains to beings that consume other creatures, as in deer that feed on plants, 
people who eat deer, gods who dine on people (Hunt 1977: 89; Monaghan 
2000: 37-8). And always with a suggestion of cyclicity: farmers took food 
from the earth but ultimately offered their own bodies in return, as burials 
from which plants grew with earthy nourishment. Aztec deities could be 
represented by molded, edible seed or grain (Heyden 2005: 56-7), and the 
same may have been true of Maya god effigies, receiving offerings and then 
offering themselves, at least ritually or metaphorically. The overall system 
presents one model of what was at stake. Offered a quid pro quo, deities 
intervened in favor of human requests after receiving an appropriate payment 
of “food,” from blood to incense, rubber, plants, even incense smoke and 
flowery fragrance (Houston et al. 2006: 122-7). The ultimate payment would 
have been human life, although, among the Classic Maya, there is no evidence 
for the great hecatombs known for the Aztec (Houston and Scherer 2007). 
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Figure 7.7. Impersonation of ancestors by Pakal, Temple XXI Platform, Palenque, 
AD 734 (photograph by David Stuart). 


A palpable way of bringing gods into view was to dress and dance, inviting 
godly presences to inhabit the body and dress of the celebrant (Houston et 
al. 2006: 270-3). This was no fiction or conceit of performance, but a concur- 
rence of human and divine essence in one, active shape. Gods came to earth 
as dynamic beings, combining their identity with the Sun God, deities of 
ballplay, even personages from Teotihuacan, and, in several cases, with earlier 
phases of a ruler’s life, the events of which could be reenacted through dance 
(Houston 1993: 102-7, fig. 4-11). Tributaries, too, could impersonate gods 
while offering a cloth diadem to the ruler (D. Stuart 2005: 117-1 9). The doc- 
trine of shared essence must have been quite complex, with different emphases 
on a site-to-site basis. Palenque, especially in the newly recovered bench of 
Temple XIX, conflated a mythic accession, as facilitated and supervised by an 
important deity, with that of a Late Classic ruler (D. Stuart 2005: 65-7). In 
this instance, a puzzling feature was the inversion of status between primordial 
deities and historical lords. Despite his theological importance, the presiding 
god on the bench was impersonated by a tributary lord of inferior status (Simon 
Martin, personal communication, 2001). Impersonations at Palenque can also 
be of key predecessors, as when Pakal embodied two ancestors at the same time 
(Fig. 7.7). In contrast, at Piedras Negras, rulers were seldom shown as gods. 
In accession-related imagery, or, rather, the first royal celebration of time after 
an accession (David Stuart, personal communication, 2006), the king sat within 
an icon for the sky, just below a swagged curtain and the Principal Bird Deity, 
as indicated earlier. The royal figure was motionless, depicted with a bag of 
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incense but not using it. Because imagery tended to highlight frontal depiction 
and elevation, it transformed viewers from mere spectators to subordinates and 
petitioners. Kingship in all its pomp proved enough for local display, without 
the same call for godly impersonation. 

Excavations at Aguateca reveal actual masks for dances of impersonation 
(Fig. 7.8). These were made of a light composite material consisting of textile 
layers soaked in clay and then shaped into the desired form. Maya plazas, 
generally of a size to accommodate a good share of any city’s population, were 
designed for many purposes, but one was surely the enactment of such dances 
(Inomata 2006a: 814, table 1). For this reason, many stelae in plazas embody the 
royal presence in imperishable form, forever posed in the clothing and attitudes 
of dance (Grube 1992; Houston et al. 2006: 72-81). Generally, aside from rare 
finds like those at Aguateca, the apparel for impersonations is long gone. Yet 
glyphic texts record about fifty statements of specific acts of impersonation, 
underscoring the role of such rituals in establishing contact between gods and 
humans. The ubiquity of impersonations suggests that some of the chambers 
in Maya palaces were used for storing regalia, props, and sacred masks. Graffiti 
etched into the walls of Classic temples and palaces shows a vast inventory of 
paraphernalia in perishable materials, long since rotted away (e.g., Trik and 
Kampen 1983: figs. 48e, 58c). 

To Maya belief, many blessings came from impersonation and close contact 
with the gods. One inscription labels the deities as the koknoom, “those who 
watch, attend,” looking over the ruler during the course of his life in office; 
an alternative reading would have the ruler watching over the gods, but both 
alternatives signal close relations between patron gods and ruler (D. Stuart et al. 
1999: Il-59). A large number of local deities seem not to have been the major 
gods highlighted on Maya vases or in the codices. One, at Calakmul, was Yaman 
Ajaw, “the lord’s trader” or “buyer” (?), others, at Dos Pilas, represent aspects 
of important deities, as in K’antuun Chahk, a variant of the Rain God. At 
present, there is little understanding of how these concepts of dynastic religion 
percolated down or drew from the rituals and beliefs of nonelites. Nor is it 
certain what relation existed between dynastic theology and domestic ritual. 
Contrasts such as between a “Great” and a “Little Tradition,” or high religion 
as opposed to popular faith and practice, are helpful to some researchers but 
overly dualistic to others (McAnany 2002: 116-17). The important point is 
that rulers most likely “spoke” to particular deity in an exclusive manner, that 
they were the people who offered the right “food” and correct language of 
supplication. As in colonial Yucatan and elsewhere, the gods thus functioned 
as abogados or “advocates” in an intercessionary sense, but whether on behalf 
of some cause or in appeal to some higher godly authority remains unclear. 
The metaphor of lawyerly argument implied by “advocate” implies a spiritual 
judge or jury, neither of which is securely present among the Classic Maya 
(B. Love n.d.: 6-7; Nicholson 1971: 409). 
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Figure 7.8. Dance or impersonation mask, Aguateca, Structure M7-22 (photograph 
by Takeshi Inomata). 


Whatever the claims for exclusive intercession, rulers could not have 
monopolized the daily, countless negotiations between nonelites and spiritual 
beings. A common title, of varying interpretation and reading — the probable 
reading was aj-k’uhuun or aj-k’ulu’n — associates certain figures at court with 
gods, perhaps in service of deities or temple establishments (S. Jackson and 
D. Stuart 2001; Zender 2004: 371). Discourse with the supernatural was not 
a male privilege, it appears, as some aj-k’uhuun were high-ranking women 
(M. Coe and Kerr 1997: 94). Conversations between gods and humans may be 
what took place at the still-enigmatic but increasingly studied “geo-shrines” 
in caves, on hilltop summits, near streams, ponds, and other liminal features 
of the landscape, at places where earth, stone, water, and sky join or interact 
(Brady and Prufer 2005; Prufer and Brady 2005: passim). 

With recent attention from archacologists, along with unusual conditions of 
preservation, these places have proved among the richest sources for interpret- 
ing spiritual practice in Classic times. Unfortunately, the precise meaning of 
the deposits can be difficult to discern (Houston 2006). Their esoteric nature, 
extraordinary abundance, and mixture of objects from different periods make 
it hard to establish a single motive behind the elaborate placement of bone, 
ceramic, and other artifacts. Rituals expressed in this way may have been, at 
least in their details, highly ad hoc or improvised for the occasion, if guided by 
the broad aim of situating objects and animal or human remains in a sacred or 
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Figure 7.9. Whistles and figurines, Aguateca (photograph by Daniel Triadan). 


enchanted location. But at least the full evidence from ethnographic Maya pro- 
vides a suitable background for interpretation, a set of general attitudes about 
what such locations meant and how they were used (Brady and Prufer 1999). 

Not all spiritual contact occurred in elite or remote settings. Modest 
structures and living spaces showed signs of “dedications” for house activation 
or “ensoulment” (the impartment of spirit to things), terminations or 
deactivations of the same, along with caching of a few precious objects (see 
Section titled “Ancestors”; Robin 2003: 323). At best, and somewhat loosely, 
these practices can be interpreted by reference to far later ethnography or 
the practices of central Mexico in the early colonial period. But a sense of 
enigma persists. For example, if offering platforms to deities existed, they are 
not easy to find, although there are some candidates at sites like Copan and 
Piedras Negras (Gonlin 2007: 91-3, 99-104). Moreover, many of the largest 
Maya cities, such as Calakmul and Yaxchilan, have been explored in their 
monumental districts but without the same attention to modest settlement 
(e.g., Garcia Moll 2003; Kaneko 2003). At such sites, the ability to compare 
elite and nonelite spiritual practices is not yet possible. But there is hope 
for future interpretation. For example, the use of figurines, most of them 
opaque in meaning and function, no doubt contributed to the interventions 
sought from spirits (Hendon 2003: 33; Laporte et al. 2004). As whistles 
and ocarinas, most figurines could be made to “sing,” triggering them as 
active “participants” in domestic ritual; the high-pitched sounds themselves 
would recall the calls of messenger birds and “creaky” and thin speech that 
present-day Maya link to sacred utterance (Fig. 7.9; Houston et al. 2006: 
229-33). Yet the certainty that many figurines were traded raises a challenge 
in probing the intent behind them (Sears 2006: 394). Their use and meaning 
at their place of origin may have been quite different from such concerns at 
their final destination, where they ended up in graves or as refuse. 
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The interplay between broadly recognized 
gods and local instances of them was twofold. 
It allowed the Classic Maya to participate in a 
pan-lowland Maya system yet to express a unique 
status within that spiritual landscape. Consider, as 
a case in point, the deity K’awiil, among the most 
puzzling of Maya gods. Pictured as a male with 
reptilian skin, he seems as much an object and 
power fetish as a god with personality. Rulers 
“received” (ch’am) the deity and held scepters in 
his shape. But in some parts of the Yucatan Penin- 
sula, K’awiil operates with more of an agricul- 
tural than a dynastic meaning. Several capstones 
or vault stones from buildings in the northern 
part of the peninsula emphasize his connection 
to kernels of maize and cacao (Jones 1975; Miller 
and Martin 2004: pl. 31). This may arise from 
a sacred narrative, in which lightning — K’awiil 
embodied a lightninglike celt — struck a deep 
repository to release maize for plant growth and 
eventual human consumption (Taube 1993: 39, 
67). Rulers also name themselves after aspects of 
the god or invoke him in multiple shapes, as with 
a fishy deity at Dos Pilas (Colas 2004: 117-19). 
At Yaxchilan, rulers could summon K’awiil, but, 
just downstream, at Piedras Negras, he scarcely 
merited mention. Instead, rulers used bloodlet- 
ting implements carved into the visage of the 
Rain God, Chahk, who appears to have been 
more important locally (Fitzsimmons et al. 2003: 
458, fig. 11). 

Whatever their roles, Classic gods represented 
forces of considerable magnitude and danger. 
The aged Maya goddess known as Chak Chel 
or “Great Rainbow” could destroy by pouring 
forth a destructive flood from an upended vessel, 
at least in later sources, and could also assist as a 
curer or midwife, a figure of menace and transi- 
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Figure 7.10. Ixchel, an aged goddess 
of creation, midwifery, and destruction 
(K5113, from Taube 1994: 650, copy- 
right Justin Kerr). 


tion that both obliterated and healed, and a postmenopausal woman, barren 
but wise (Fig. 7.10, Taube 1992a: 99—105; Taube 1994: 657-8, 662-3). In 
Ch’olti’? Maya, “old woman” was used in tandem with terms of opprobrium 
and menace: “you are a dog, you are a wild animal, you are a devil. . . you are 
an old woman” (Houston et al. 2000: 11; tzi et, bacat et, diablo et. . . ixcalel et). 
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Similarly, Chahk, the god who brought rain for crops and released and nour- 
ished maize kernels with the blow of his thunderbolt axe, could also instigate 
hurricanes and devastation (Taube 1993: 66-7). Gods contrived to deepen the 
anxiety, insecurity, and ambiguity of human existence but also allowed people 
to flourish: at Copan, the onset of the rainy season was the “new rainy Chahk”’ 
(David Stuart, personal communication, 2003), a being who both controlled 
and embodied rain. 


INHUMAN “SUPERNATURALS” 


A basic monograph on Maya deities refers to “major gods” (Taube 19922). 
The distinction is important, for there were other beings that the Maya did 
not describe as k’uh. Among these were the wahy or “companion spirits” and 
“‘co-essences” that exemplified the wild, nocturnal aspect of human existence 
(Houston and D. Stuart 1989; Grube and Nahm 1994). The word wahy comes 
form a pan-Mayan term for “sleep” or even “dream” (Kaufman 2003: 1258- 
62). Weird, composite beings, often of sinister and skeletal mien, the wahy 
attached to human beings by invisible but unbreakable bonds, pain or injury 
to one resulting in the same damage to the other (Fig. 7.11). For the Maya, 
the wahy, which are well attested among present-day groups, lived in forests, 
on mountain tops, and in caves, places that could be harmful and amoral, 
beyond the scope of the ordered human world (Guiteras-Holmes 1961: 26; 
Hanks 1984: 134; Vogt 1976: 33). As such, the wahy were useful abettors of 
witchcraft (Taube 2003), a reminder that malevolent intent lay behind some 
Maya practices, not just benign acts of healing and mending (Hanks 1984: 134). 
Fear of the forest might typify long-standing city dwellers, who, in the Classic 
period, perceived in dark arboreal paths the chance of ambush and capture by 
enemy dynasties. 

The appearance of wahy on the painted surfaces of some Maya pots implies 
the routine invocation of such forces by people drinking from vessels. Sev- 
eral wahy depicted in this fashion may even involve terms for disease. Their 
glyphic names, replete with terms for “fire,” recall much later terms in Mayan 
languages for a variety of fearsome, inflammatory afflictions, many leading to 
death (independently noted by David Stuart, personal communication, 1999). 
Fittingly, this community of spirits includes a being called “groan” or “moan,” 
akan, a figure with deathlike associations linked to the consumption of alco- 
holic drinks (Grube 2004a). Modern Maya tend not to believe that death has 
a “natural” cause, so that, in Classic times, the wahy might have provided a 
persuasive etiology for disease and its fatal outcomes (Guiteras-Holmes 1961: 
139; McGee 1990: 106; Vogt 1976: 22-3). Perhaps the use of vessels with these 
images concerned notions of healing or apotropaic protection, a malignant 
spirit displayed in such a way as to deflect and control its influence. But schol- 
ars simply do not know. The positioning of wahy in formal dance and gathered 
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Figure 7.11. A wahy of the ruler of Calakmul, Mexico (K 5310, copyright Justin Kerr). 


performance points to subtleties of meaning that elude us. There is no clear 
reason why particular wahy appear together and others do not, although there 
may be a faint correlation with where a pot was made and used. Pots from the 
area of Lake Peten Itza, for example, emphasize the birdlike wahy of a local 
ruler (Grube and Nahm 1994: 703-4). 

The richness of ethnographical parallels is not always helpful, as in this 
instance, where the Classic notion of waly differs in part from present-day 
concepts. For Classic Maya, the gods, too, were thought to have wahy, with 
a belief in the transformational nature of the co-essence, a deity sprouting, 
say, a snake leg in allusion to other aspects of its soul. Equally distinct from 
ethnography, the wahy of rulers were hereditary, often attached not to the 
names of particular rulers but to grand, impersonal titles, such as the emblem 
glyphs (Calvin 1997). The institutional character of the Classic-era waly lies 
far from the almost shamanistic nature of similar spirits for present-day Maya. 
In fact, the religious specialists detectable in Classic sources, most of high 
elite status, clearly did not include all such specialists, healers, or shamanlike 
practitioners, although, regrettably, the ritualists of nonelites barely register in 
surviving evidence. 

An option for scholars is to examine ethnographic evidence and extrapolate 
the likelihood of such practices and beliefs backwards to nonelite Maya of 
millennia before. Another option is to seek parallels in the wealth of evidence 
from early colonial Mexico, where there is great depth of information about 
healers and sorcerers (e.g., Pohl 2007: 28-37). This has worked in part for inter- 
pretations of the wahy and has also indicated what appear to be shifts or purely 
elite elaborations of basic concepts. Ethnography would suggest, for example, 
that the Classic Maya had, at all levels, people skilled at prognostication with 
special stones and talismans, specialists who healed through states of ecstasy, 
and persons who predicted, controlled, and subdued forces of nature (Guiteras 
Holmes 1961: 295-6; Tedlock 1982: 138-47). Perhaps such widespread, recent 
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notions signal something about nonelite behaviors of the Classic period, par- 
ticularly in matters of fleeting religious ideas at less visible strata of society. 
The little evidence that remains means, however, that this endeavor will always 
be speculative and, for some scholars, unconvincing. That certain ideas are 
likely to have existed does not mean they can be confirmed. Nonetheless, an 
intriguing observation is that some shamanistic ideas and attributes — pillars 
of centrality, gateways from one plane of existence to the next, divinatory 
objects — apply to royal or high-elite evidence from the Classic Maya (Schele 
and Freidel 1990: 72—88). Although institutionalized and rarified, these fea- 
tures may hint at ancient practices among nonelites, perhaps at the very point 
of origin for Maya spirituality (D. Stuart 2002: 411; Zender 2004: 46, 60-78). 
As such, they offer a glimpse of nonelite thoughts that otherwise elude us. 


ANCESTORS 


A final category of supernatural being in Maya society was the ancestor. By 
definition, an ancestor was a person who had died but, somehow avoiding 
oblivion, passed instead into a special, continuous relationship with the living. 
To understand this category of being presumes, however, a concept of what 
death meant to the Maya and what might await humans afterwards. Across 
cultures, the end of life is widely understood not as a moment, a matter of 
acute legal interest to Western medicine, but as a process (De Coppet 1981: 
175; Van Gennep 1960: 146), a momentous course of events relating to a 
wide range of emotions and ideas, including loss and grief, concepts of the 
soul, rebirth, gender, pollution, danger, problems of succession, and even the 
negation of time (Bloch and Parry 1982: 7, 11; Huntington and Metcalf 1979: 
153). For the Maya, it involved in particular a dissipation of animating breath. It 
could also be a journey along a road, an immersion in waters by a supernatural 
canoe — recalling Charon among the Greeks — and, to judge from evidence 
at Piedras Negras and surrounding sites, a sequence of events that could take 
several days (Houston et al. 2006: 142-7). Jade inserted into the mouth of 
the dead trapped the individual’s essence or assured some promise of its future 
recovery. 

One representation of the Maya soul is especially revealing. Shown in the 
act of floating away from the deceased on a bier, the soul combines a solar 
disk — a fatherly attribute, as in depictions of male ancestors at Yaxchilan — with 
a lunar crescent, a maternal one (Fig. 7.12; Tate 1992: figs. 46, 66, 86, 130). 
Hard and flintlike, much like a device for striking sparks, the solar disk emits 
beams of light in the form of centipedes, a standard convention in Classic 
Maya art (Taube 2002: fig. 4). Within the combined solar and lunar signs 
another glyph appears, one associated with the relation between father and 
sons. The presence of ethnographic terms for ancestral beings or divinities as a 
combination of “fathers and mothers” raises the possibility that the enduring 
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Figure 7.12. Souls of deceased parents, Yaxchilan Stela 4, AD 775 (courtesy of the 
President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


essence of the Maya soul fused male and female principles. At the least, later 
Maya and Mesoamerican peoples labeled the dead as a whole as “fathers and 
mothers,” a term found so widely as to indicate the high chance of antiquity 
(Craveri 2006: 146; Galinier 2004: 102; Guiteras-Holmes 1961: 342; Vogt 1976: 
33). For the Tzotzil Maya, paternal and maternal qualities are still attributed 
to the sun and moon, respectively (Köhler 1977: 20). This is in clear linkage 
to the images carved a thousand or more years before at Yaxchilan. 

The ability of ancestors to nourish the living, even to create life anew 
with their special energies, appears in a variety of sources, Maya and non- 
Maya (Galinier 2004: 106-7). The notion is found explicitly in the images 
of royal ancestors emerging as ingestible plants from the sarcophagus of Pakal 
the Great at Palenque (McAnany 1995: 75-6) or from a skeleton entombed 
within a pyramid on an Early Classic vase: it also sprouts chocolate and other 
valued plants (Grube and Gaida 2006: Abb.12.13). The belief in new growth 
as rebirth and transformation may account for the tendency in some dynasties 
for grandsons to take the name of grandfathers, as though in partial recycling 
of ancestral spirit and identity; the preference is particularly strong at sites in 
the western reaches of the Maya lowlands but is also documented at other 
cities (e.g., Martin and Grube 2008: 86, 88, 118, 120, 122, 128, 142, etc.). 
Indeed, the absence of such repetition at sites like Copan begs an explanation: 
did certain kingdoms emphasize the uniqueness of kings, others their spiritual 
continuities with past lords? 

Still, despite such themes, researchers will look in vain for a single encapsu- 
lation of what death meant to the Classic Maya. A royal death, saturated with 
complex meanings and likely to have far-reaching implications in many lives, 
reverberated more widely than an infant's passing in an isolated farmstead. 
Even the afterlife involved different kinds of spiritual real estate. The belief 
in Mesoamerica that the mode of death determined the transit and eventual 
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abode of the soul is likely to have existed among the Classic Maya, who saw 
the afterlife as a paradise, not always as the grim, malodorous Xibalba discussed 
in ethnographic sources — this last location, foul with the smell of urine, dark 
and menacing, may, in fact, have been the eventual home of nonelites in some 
models of the afterworld (Taube 2004a). Nonetheless, in broadest terms, the 
themes of movement, the abatement of breath and heat, and the distinctions 
between the energies of dead and living pervade the extant sources, allowing 
some general sense of death concepts among the Classic Maya, from the elite 
and royal to the nonelite. From a perspective many centuries later, the textual 
references seem cold and stripped of emotion. But there are representations, 
in Early Classic imagery, of mourners streaming tears, their limbs contorted in 
anguish (Grube and Gaida 2006: Abb. 12). The absence of young dead in the 
inscriptions suggests that elite accounts focused on lives that flourished into 
adulthood and on the people who mattered for dynastic motives (Houston 
et al. 2003: 114). 

For the Classic Maya, ancestors tended to have several features (DD. Stuart 
2007b). In the first place, many show garments and headdresses that resemble 
the styles of Teotihuacan, the great center of Mexican civilization that would 
have gone up in flames by the time these images came into existence (e.g., 
Schele and M. Miller 1986: pl. 40a). In Western art, a comparison might be the 
depictions of figures in Roman togas to underscore their antiquity, or in the 
loose clothing of another time. Second, when shown in sculptures, Classic-era 
ancestors tend to be bearded, with the facial hair that takes some Maya years 
to grow (Fig. 7.13). Above all, the ancestors were old, mouths puckered from 
tooth loss, long hair covering their faces. The inscriptions, especially rich in 
such references during the Early Classic period, vary slightly in the precise 
description of these figures in that all are mam but sometimes with a more 
general meaning of “grandfather, ancestor,” at other times with a narrower 
sense of “maternal grandfather.” This was particularly true at Yaxchilan, where 
maternal ancestry mattered greatly to its Late Classic rulers (D. Stuart 2007b). 
A relevant feature of mam, too, is that the term can be reciprocal. A grandson 
can also be described as a mam, perhaps because of perceived recycling and 
replacement. In a world of limited longevity, the overlap between grandtather 
and grandson may not have been great. 

The Classic Maya stressed the mam designation in most glyphic descriptions 
of such beings. It was the first feature worth mentioning, the first glyph in a 
string of names or titles. Several objects, heirlooms in all likelihood, were also 
inscribed with statements of ownership by mam or ancestors. Some are bowls 
of Early Classic date, especially from the area of Uaxactun (Grube and Gaida 
2006: Abb.11.1); others take the form of shell pectorals that contained, to 
judge from the depictions on them, ancestral beings placed just over the chest 
(Houston et al. 2006: fig. 1.54; Houston and Taube 2007). On the whole, royal 
ancestors are shown floating in smoke, looking downwards as such celestial, 
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Figure 7.13. Depiction of ancestors: (a) a bearded man, wall panel, area of Bonampak, 
Mexico (after Emmerich 1984, pl. 49); and (b) ancestor on alabaster bowl, Palenque- 
area (after K4332, Dumbarton Oaks). 


airy beings might. They appear in partial form, with only the head and, just 
below, a single arm in crooked position. The incomplete physical makeup of 
ancestors accords with the variably preserved bones the Maya might have seen 
and collected in reopened tombs. One such tableau, on an altar from Tikal, 
portrays the uncovering (pas in the text) of a burial with the bones of a noble 
lady. Her remains are shown synoptically by skull and long-bones alone, all 
other remains overlooked, presumably, as insignificant parts of the body (Jones 
and Satterthwaite 1982: fig. 23). 

On Piedras Negras Stela 40, a similar image records an event in which a 
royal woman’s tomb has been opened (Fig. 7.14, McAnany 1998: fig. 11). 
Her body is portrayed in fragmentary form. She waves a panache of feathers, 
but only her head, shoulders, and a single arm are visible. Above, the living 
ruler sprinkles incense into the tomb, from which the lady emits, through her 
nostrils, a winding cord of hot breath that arcs out of a crack in the ground, 
coursing to the sky and then descending towards the king. This is one of the 
clearest scenes in Classic imagery of interaction between the living and the 
dead, and of what reciprocal benefits were thought to accrue: incense given 
by the living as “food,” hot energies emitted in return. A noteworthy feature 
of this interaction is that it tends largely to involve the immediate, personally 
known ancestors, not the remote founders of certain dynasties mentioned in 
the sequences of rulers (Schele 1992). But there is always an exception, in this 
case a monumental one: the sequence of buildings at Copan above the tomb 
of the dynastic founder, K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ (Taube 2004b). Clearly, cults 
of founders played a strong role in some sites, less so at others, where, for 
unknown reasons, founders were not recorded in surviving evidence. In this, 
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Figure 7.14. Piedras Negras Stela 40, 
with incensing of royal tomb, AD 746 
(drawing by David Stuart). 
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it is important to stress the distinction between, 
on the one hand, the generic dead, perhaps seen 
as no more than suffused energy, or people of 
low status lamented by only a small circle — and 
briefly at that — and, on the other hand, the 
“special dead” of specific memory, of biogra- 
phies that could be elicited (Binski 1996: 21-2). 
It was for them that ancestor veneration could 
indeed be practiced (Houston et al. 2003: 123). 
The connection with the sky, so evident in 
ancestral figures floating above kings in Early 
Classic imagery, stands opposed to ethnographic 
concepts, which place the mam in earthen fast- 
nesses, rather like the royalty depicted at Piedras 
Negras (Taube 1992a: 92, 97, fig. 23; Thomp- 
son 1970: 297). A few places, such as Yaxchi- 
lan, acknowledge both settings. They situate 
deceased parents above, seated in elegant posi- 
tions above bands that represent the sky, yet 
they also contain images on ballcourt mark- 
ers, flush with the earth (Tate 1992: fig. 66). 
At Tonina, it is the nonroyal elites who sit in 
earthy spaces, some of it marked as the skin 
of cosmic crocodiles: they forever hold objects 
that appear, from their symbolism, to embody 
breath soul (Mathews and Graham 1996: 103). 
These seated images recall the relatively rare 
instances of such burials in the M 
perhaps as mummy bundles in se 
wrapped tightly in now perished 
(McAnany 1998: figs. 2, 3). 
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even within single sites, such as Tikal. 
There was no uniform equipage for the 
royal dead. In a few places, youths could 
be sacrificed for placement in the tomb 
(Houston et al. 2003: 130); at others, 
a panel was erected, as in the area of 
Piedras Negras, to note the final fire 
rituals for the interment of the dead (D. 
Stuart 1998: 384-93; Tokovinine 2006: 
12). 

Comparative findings about death 
make it clear that preparations for the 
dead and subsequent treatment of them 
conveyed two things: what awaited the 
dead, who seldom died completely or 
faded into utter oblivion; and how the 
living continued to commune with and 
categorize the deceased, as can be appre- 
ciated in exalted form on Stela 40 at 
Piedras Negras or the placement of the 
dead under the floors of humble Maya 
dwellings, if not always in a consistent 
way (Webster 1998: 10). (Evacuation of 
buildings must have been a temporary 
necessity, as the smell would have been 
unbearable without embalming or some 
other sort of mortuary palliation.) Maya 
sites typically show evidence of scattered 
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human bones, perhaps from disturbed Figure 7.15. Piedras Negras Burial 45 (drawing 


burials or special deposits. The more by Zachary Hruby). 

usual practice, however, was to adjust 

the body into a variety of positions, mostly supine, rarely prone, usually 
extended, and with often a paltry set of burial equipment. The offerings 
most likely included objects thought to be useful to the dead, from vessels and 
plates for future repasts to elaborate deposits for royal burials, which reflect 
in death the opulence of elite lives and the ritual duties expected of them, 
including bloodletting. 

Metaphors abound in all burials, and perhaps as more than comforting fac- 
similes of places for the living. To Maya thought, rather than just representing 
dwellings, burials replicated houses and sleeping chambers by including “false” 
doorways, alcoves for “storage,” and continued residence just below the feet 
of the living (Fig. 7.15). It is the rare Maya structure that does not contain 
subsurface burials (Ruz 1968: 63; Welsh 1988: 27-34). Some have substantial 


The Classic Maya 


preparation, others are inserted with casual dispatch in garbage. By Late Classic 
times, the deposits in burials appear to concentrate in elite and royal burials, 
with some variety. At places like Piedras Negras, the poverty of nonelite 
burials is conspicuous in comparison to far richer deposits at sites like Caracol 
(Houston et al. 2003: 122; Laporte Molina 2003: 71): the constitution of the 
“special dead” is thus likely to have differed from site to the site. Moreover, 
houses could be reentered and so too could some tombs, especially those 
with stairways or, as at Caracol and surrounding regions in Belize, multiple 
interments in mausoleums. These could be opened and resealed as necessary 
(A. Chase and D. Chase 1996; Healy et al. 1998). 

A few burials occasioned the construction of massive structures on top. 
Common in northern Guatemala, eastern structures in residential compounds 
frequently contain, as looters know all-too-well, important burials with mar- 
ketable goods (Becker 1971, 1999). One argument has it that such structures 
interred the remains of key or apical ancestors, to be venerated and suppli- 
cated by living descendants. There is also a wide set of objects for ancestral 
commemoration: small altars at some sites, including portraits of nonroyal 
elites in death at places like Tonina; incense burners in evident service of 
nonroyal mortuary rites; and so-called “drum altars” from Edzna, Mexico, 
Piedras Negras, and La Joyanca, Guatemala (López Bravo 2004: fig. 89; 
M. Miller and Martin 2004: pl. 122; Schele and Mathews 1979: 281, 282, 
303). These suggest that ancestors played a role from royal society down to 
that of nobles — here were the “special dead” of the Classic Maya, with biogra- 
phies that, thanks to texts, persisted generations after the demise of particular 
individuals. The reduction in size from royal prototypes, some altars only 
twenty to thirty centimeters across in comparison to the large sculptures made 
for kings, reflect the probability of sumptuary understandings that allowed 
elite copying of royal models, but only to a certain extent and in restricted 
contexts. The meaning of larger numbers of burials in special facilities, as in the 
island of Jaina off the coast of Campeche, prompts a range of interpretation, 
from island necropolis to vigorous denial that such facilities exist (Benavides 
2007: $1; Piña Chan 1968). The glyphically labeled objects from Jaina, many 
from sites inland, support the idea of a wide catchment for the island’s burials; 
the counterargument that the burials simply occur under the houses of the 
deceased is not confirmed by excavations, which show instead a layering of 
deposits, not house foundations per se (cf. Benavides 2007: fig. 4). 


WORSHIPPED AND FEARED 


Maya society had many constituents, some of flesh and blood, some wraithlike. 
to be spied in smoke or clouds, or found in physical form as effigies or bones 
seen or extracted from burials. Others were detected only in dreams, perhaps 
expressing a notion of virulent diseases that the Classic Maya sought to control 
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or appease. All deaths had some cause, and the wahy may have explained 
the etiology of human illness. Any attempt to understand the operation of 
society must incorporate these spirits as something other than figments of 
the imagination or delusions of the superstitious. In Maya thought, superhu- 
man or inhuman entities contributed for good and ill to their communities. 
Supernaturals formed the multigenerational, enduring core of Classic com- 
munities, as attested in numerous artifacts, texts, images, and the disposition 
of all of elements in linked manner. Their company, physical or perceived, 
was omnipresent. Yet, as ever, the great variety of Classic sites betrays any 
effort at comprehensive summary. There are some common themes, to be 
sure: gods recognized universally but worshipped in distinctive local forms; 
supernaturals who affected the living, without, however, any grand degree of 
godly influence, and many of these recognized only in particular places; and, 
finally, as examples of what humans could become, ancestors as a general force, 
composed of humans who came before, but distinguished principally by the 
special dead who could be labeled truly as ancestors. These were the recog- 
nizable beings for whom stories were kept and consulted. No small part of 
the monumental landscape but often the product of high investment, certain 
sites housed such beings and signaled, through concentratetd attention, the 
importance of spirits to the Classic Maya. 


CHAPTER 8 


FARMERS 


THE PEOPLE OF MAIZE 


“Thus was found the food that would become the flesh of the newly framed 
and shaped people. Water was their blood. . . . Their flesh was merely yellow 


f ears of maize and white ears of maize. Mere food were the legs and arms 
wd of humanity, of our first fathers. And so there were four who were made, 
X and mere food was their flesh.” 

: (Christenson 2007: lines 4822-61) 


Popol Vuh reports that gods created the first humans from the flour of white 
and yellow corn. Maize and other food products formed the basis of Maya 
society both spiritually and economically. Like any society, the growth and 
maintenance of Classic Maya civilization hinged ultimately on those who 
produced and collected food: farmers, fishers, hunters, and gatherers. They 
supported the Maya economy not only by supplying food but also by pro- 
ducing various types of goods, such as ceramic vessels and stone tools (see 
Chapter 9), and by providing labor for the construction of civic and elite 
buildings. Agricultural workers and their families made up a significant por- 
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tion of the population, perhaps as high as 90 percent or more of Maya society; 
many fishers and hunters may also have cultivated fields. The people we call 
farmers included diverse groups and individuals who engaged in overlapping, 
yet different, sets of activities and represented a wide range of social status, 
economic wealth, and political influence. 


MAYA FOODS 


The Classic Maya enjoyed a wide variety of food items, most of which are 
still used today in Mexico and Central America. After the Spanish conquest 
many cultigens were also adopted in other parts of the world, hence the 
polenta and tomato sauces of Italy or the chocolates of Belgium. Of all of 
such foods, maize (Zea mays) contributed the largest share, shaping society 
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and beliefs profoundly. The French historian Fernand Braudel (1981, 1: 161) 
called maize a “miracle food,” comparing it favorably to the productivity of 
European staples like wheat. One planted seed of maize yielded one hundred 
to two hundred grains in colonial Mexico, whereas European wheat during 
the same period produced a meager four to seven grains from one planted 
seed. Maize grows well in various conditions, and some types mature fairly 
quickly, leading after the conquest to rapid dispersal across the world. The high 
productivity of maize and its relatively short maturation, all without the need 
of significant agro-engineering, gave Maya farmers ample time to engage in 
tasks other than food production, such as the festivals, religious activities, and 
monumental construction commanded by elites. 

In her analysis of Zapotec urns, some with molded shapes made of real corn, 
Mary Eubanks (Eubanks 1999: 185) identified as many as ten races of maize. 
These races probably showed a dazzling variety of colors — white, yellow, 
red, purple, and black — with cobs measuring five to fourteen centimeters in 
length. Their maturing time from planting to flowering also varied, from 70 
to 140 days. It is likely that the Classic Maya used an equally abundant range 
of maize, giving them flexibility in cultivating diverse ecological zones. Such 
variety also made farmers less vulnerable to crop failure from drought and 
plant disease. A particularly important kind may have been the Nal Tel race, 
widely grown in Guatemala and Yucatan today. This early maturing maize, 
now measuring around eight centimeters in length, tolerates drought fairly 
well (Eubanks 1999: 174-77). 

Maize, however, had one drawback, for all of its many benefits: it was 
deficient in the essential amino acids of lysine and tryptophan. To a certain 
extent, this problem was remedied by the use of lime. To prepare corn food, 
today’s Maya — and most certainly their Classic-period predecessors — placed 
shelled maize in containers of water mixed with burned lime, leaving it to 
soak overnight. The next day, before grinding it, they washed the corn to 
rinse off any excess lime and indigestible outer shells. Lime not only ensures 
smooth dough; it adds calcium and increases the available amount of zinc and 
the deficient amino acids (FAO 1992: 117, 121). But unlike their modern 
descendants and contemporary highland neighbors, the lowland Maya made 
this maize dough into tamales and atol (porridge), not tortillas (Fig. 8.1, Taube 
1989b). Comales, large flat griddles for tortillas, started to appear in lowland 
settlements during the Late and Terminal Classic periods (LeCount 2001: 944), 
and it was not until the Postclassic period that tortillas seem to have become 
common. The highland Maya, in contrast, have used comales — and presumably 
tortillas — since the Middle Preclassic period (Popenoe de Hatch 1997: 119). 

A more fundamental solution to the nutritional deficiency of maize was to 
consume them with legumes (Phaseolus spp.). Although beans are sensitive to 
droughts and floods, they provide the essential amino acids that maize lacks. 
Modern nutritional studies show that a diet of 70 percent maize and 30 percent 
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Figure 8.1. Late Classic Maya tamales, on polychrome vessel (photograph by David 
Stuart). 


beans provides balanced amounts of protein, carbohydrate, and fat, although, 
by adding foods like animal meat, the ratio of beans can be lowered. The 
cultivation of legumes had an additional advantage. When planted with maize, 
or in alternation with maize, legumes fertilized soil by fixing nitrogen (FAO 
1992: 117, 121). Maize and beans made an ideal combination, the core of the 
Classic Maya diet, although there may still have been significant problems in 
diet, resulting in pellagra (David Webster, personal communication, 2008). 
Farmers cultivated other crops, too, adding flavors and nutritional options, 
with implications for subsistence. Chiles (primarily Capsicum annuum) gave a 
piquant kick to meals and were rich in vitamins. As noted by Sophie Coe (1994: 
62), the natives of Mesoamerica ate almost nothing without them. Many types 
of squashes (Cucurbita spp.) provided pithy food, edible seeds that could be dried 
and stored for long periods. The deep root systems of the squashes had the 
benefit of resisting drought (Rubatzky and Yamaguchi 1997: 614). Although 
tubers do not preserve well in the archaeological record, remains of manioc 
(Manihot esculenta) have been identified at Joya de Cerén, in present-day El 
Salvador, in an area close to, and perhaps part of, the Maya world (Lentz et al. 
1996). Highly productive and drought resistant, manioc plants grew roots that 
could be stored underground for years (Latham 1997: 262). Fruit trees such as 
avocado (Persea americana), guava (Pstsium guajava), papaya (Carica Papaya), and 
nance (Byrsonima crassifolia) probably formed orchards around many houses. 
Palm trees (Acronomia spp.) provided foods such as nuts or hearts of palm, as 
well as construction materials (Lentz 1991); red seeds of achiote (Bixa orellana) 
were ground and mixed with many foods and drinks to impart a vivid flavor 
and color (S. Coe 1994: 143). Of special importance was cacao (Theobroma 
cacao), a delicate plant cultivated in limited areas that needed conditions of 
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yuk’ib [for witik and koxoom mul] kakaw 


“his drinking vessel” “chocolate” 


Figure 8.2. Cacao (kakaw) mentioned on hieroglyphic text from Vessel 15, Rio Azul 
Tomb 19, Early Classic period, in a couplet referring to two kinds of cacao, witik (top) 
and koxoom mul (bottom) (drawing by Stephen Houston after D. Stuart 2006, fig. 9.9). 


high humidity and high temperature throughout the year (S. Coe and M. Coe 
1996: 19). A frothed drink made of its ground seeds was highly appreciated by 
nobles, but its presence at Joya de Cerén suggests that nonelites also enjoyed 
the delicacy (Sheets and Woodward 2002: 189). Hieroglyphic texts on many 
elegantly painted vessels attest to their use as cacao vessels (Fig. 8.2). The Classic 
Maya may have enjoyed cacao drinks with the flavors of vanilla, chili, or maize 
porridge, in concoctions quite different from the “chocolate” of Europeans, 
who favored the addition of sugar and milk. More controversial to modern 
scholarship are the ramón trees (Brosimum alicastrum) that grow naturally in 
the forest (Fig. 8.3). Bearing edible fruits and seeds called “breadnuts,” ramon 
prompted much heated discussions among scholars, some of whom identified 
it as a possible staple of the Classic Maya (Atran 1993; Puleston 1982). Yet 
its vestiges in the paleobotanical record are scarce, and indigenous peoples of 
Mesoamerica tend to view ramón as a famine food, palatable only when little 
else is available (Lentz 1999: 14). The ramón theory led to useful discussion, 
but, by current consensus, the fruit and seeds were unlikely to have been staples 
for the Classic Maya. 

The Classic Maya also cultivated plants for fiber and other use. Cotton 
(Gossypium hirsutum) was worked into elaborate robes of the elites, perhaps 
woven by elite women into essential items of tribute (see Chapter 5); its seeds 
may have been used for cooking oil. Durable but less comfortable, coarser fibers 
of maguey (Agave spp.) may have been woven and worn primarily by lower- 
status people, along with bark cloth. Maguey fibers were also used for net bags 
and, in construction, for rope to tie roof beams and poles together. Various 


Figure 8.3. Ramón fruits and a tortilla made of ramón (photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 


types of gourds (Crescentia spp.) served as containers, and their young fruits 
and seeds could also be eaten, especially when toasted to release a pleasing 
flavor. Smoked as cigars or applied as a paste, tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum), 
known as may to the Maya, clearly had ritual and medicinal functions: one 
image shows a mythic scene in which a person daubs may or tobacco paste 
on the back of a toad, an early and effective patch that introduced nicotine 
into the bloodstream (Fig. 8.4a, David Stuart, personal communication, 200 5). 
Some miniature ceramic vessels are likely to have been snuff bottles used in 
consuming and trading prepared tobacco; their holes are just large enough for 
a single human nostril (Houston et al. 2006: 114-16) (Fig. 8.4b). Depictions 
of nobles smoking in palace-meeting scenes or of deities holding cigars point 
to the social and religious importance of the plant. As for sweets, before the 
Europeans introduced sugar cane, the Maya favored honey, kab, understood 
by them to be a kind of excrement of bees: glyphs for “dirt” or “ordure” are 
indistinguishable, as is a Postclassic sign for “wax.” During the contact period, ` 
honey was an important product of Yucatan, where many families kept hives - 
of small stingless bees in hollowed-out tree trunks (Roys 1972: 42). They also 
used it to make an alcoholic drink called balche, in part from a special bark, 
although the main ritual drink of the Classic Maya seems to have been pulque, 
chih, made from agave plants and a liquid later beloved in central Mexico 
(Houston et al. 2006: 116-22). Sugar may also have come from maize plants, 
and was brewed into a variety of drinks (Smalley and Blake 2003). But these 
were but a small part of the Maya food larder and medicine cabinet, as there 
were doubtless many other plants of value in the forest, probably, by Late 
Classic times, increasingly thinned by cutting and burning (Atran 1993). 
Animal food was important, although the Maya did not have large domes= 
ticated animals (Fig. 8.5). Colonial documents mention domesticated turkey 
(Meleagris gallopavo) as a key component of feasts. The Maya also ate wild 
turkey (Meleagris ocellata) and muscovy ducks (Cairina moschata). Domesticated 
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Figure 8.4. Tobacco in Maya imagery: (a) snuff container, Museo Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, yotoot umay, “his snuff’s dwelling” (photograph by Stephen 
Houston); (b) snuff container with tobacco leaves (M. Coe 1973, pl. 77, courtesy of 
Michael Coe, photograph by Justin Kerr); and (c) tobacco paste applied to the back 
of a mythic toad (courtesy of David Stuart, and personal communication, 2005). 


dogs (Canis familiaris) were eaten, but dog bones account for only a small 
portion of excavated faunal materials (Emery 2004: Table 6.1; Wing 1981). 
Wild animals that the Maya often hunted and snared include peccaries (Tayassu 
pecari and Tayassu tajacu), white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), brocket deer 
(Mazama americana), armadillos (Dasypuz novemcinctus), iguanas (Iguana iguana), 
and various types of turtles. Although deer and peccaries were not domes- 
ticated, some may have been husbanded in pens (Hamblin 1980). The Maya 
in coastal areas appear to have extracted a wide variety of marine resources, 
including fish and shellfish, some of which may have been dried for trade 
and storage: most markets in highland Guatemala have baskets full of dried 
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Figure 8.5. Ceramic painting depicting a peccary and a turkey, by left-handed scribe 
(K1001, copyright Justin Kerr). 


shrimp, to be reconstituted in broth. Inland habitants ate freshwater fish, such 
as blanco (Centropomus spp.), mojarra (Cichilasoma guttulatum), and various types 
of catfish. Small riverine snails called jutes (Pachychilus spp.) were useful as pro- 
tein in some areas. What still eludes scholars is how activities related to plants 
and animals formed larger systems of scheduling and division of labor, or how 
lists of foodstuffs might yield up a cuisine of interacting flavors and culinary 
refinement. 


LIFE AT HOME AND IN THE VILLAGE 


By the end of the Classic period, a fairly large population was dispersed 
over wide areas of the Maya lowlands (see Chapter 1). The resulting pattern 
consisted of continuous settlements, leaving some open space between each 
group or cluster of residential structures (Fig. 8.6). Loose aggregations of 
residential buildings varied in size and form, but a common configuration 
comprised several buildings around a square patio. Most residential groups 
found both in centers and rural areas were probably occupied by farmers, with 
houses that were smaller and less elaborate than those of elites. The buildings 
themselves had wood frames, thatched roofs, and wattle-and-daub walls or 
partially masonry walls. Aside from differences in size and elaborateness, the 
spatial and physical settings of such houses resembled those of elites and vice 
versa. This applied also to the material possessions of farmers, which aside 
from the paucity of jade, shell ornaments, and elaborate polychrome ceramics 
did not differ widely from elites, at least in the goods that might remain for 
archaeologists to find (see Chapter 9). A word of caution, however: reading 
social station into such remains can be a circular process, a particular set 
of patterns assumed to correlate with position in society. Generally speaking, 
modest buildings were likely occupied by lower-status Maya, but each case must 
be evaluated on a site-by-site basis, by meticulous evaluation of archaeological 
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Figure 8.6. Reconstruction drawing of a patio group at Aguateca, Group M6-3 
(drawing by Takeshi Inomata). 


remains and their contexts. A more disturbing problem is that farmers remain 
silent to us, as opposed to elites who left texts and art that sometimes permit 
insights into personality, social and political role, and motivation (see Chapters 5 
and 6). Yet it would be a mistake to see farmers as a faceless, homogeneous 
category. Only gradually, with additional excavation and agronomic research, 
is the diversity of Classic Maya food producers coming into focus. 


Out of Volcanic Ash 


Uniquely vivid views of farmers derive from the excavation of Joya de Cerén, 
El Salvador, by Payson Sheets and his colleagues (Fig. 8.7, Sheets 1992, 2002). 
It is not clear whether the residents of this small rural settlement in western El 
Salvador spoke a Mayan language, but their lifestyles were similar to those of 
many Maya farmers in the lowlands. Joya de Cerén was suddenly buried in three 
to five meters of ash emitted in a volcanic eruption of Loma Caldera around 
600 AD. This resulted in an archaeological “time capsule” with remarkable 
assemblages of complete objects and extraordinary preservation of organic 
materials. Archaeologists even recovered the shapes of now-decomposed plants 
by pouring dental plaster in voids left in hardened ash (Fig. 8.8). Most buildings 
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Figure 8.8. Plaster cast of maize from Joya de Cerén (courtesy of Payson Sheets). 
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Figure 8.9. Structure 1 of Joya de Cerén (Sheets 2002, fig. 5.2). 


at Joya de Cerén were relatively small, measuring around three-by-three and 
four-by-four meters, and consisted of wattle-and-daub walls and thatched 
roofs built on low platforms. Most domestic buildings had more roofed space 
outside the walls than inside, providing open air spaces for various activities 
and provisional storage of nonvaluables. Although only one residential group 
(Household 1) has been excavated completely, single households appear to 
have occupied several buildings, including domiciles, kitchen, storehouses, 
and workshops. Domiciles (Structures 1 and 2), which had benches, were 
the main living and sleeping spaces (Fig. 8.9). The presence of large storage 
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jars, serving vessels, and painted gourds indicates that the residents stored and 
ate food in these buildings. Remarkably, a niche of Structure 2 contained 
a polychrome bowl, still showing finger swipes left by the person who ate 
from it. The residents stored obsidian blades in roof thatching, perhaps to 
avoid casual injury from sharp edges. Food preparation took place in separate 
kitchens (Structure 11), as well as in outdoor areas under the eaves of residences. 
Metates for corn grinding were usually placed on wooden supports at waist 
level. Some perforated spherical stones, generally called “donut stones,” were 
found with wooden pestles and organic materials in their holes, suggesting use 
as grinding stones. Other donut stones probably served as weights for digging 
sticks, a device for making holes in the ground in which to sow seeds. The 
residents stored various food stuffs, such as beans and squash seeds, in numerous 
ceramic vessels in kitchens and storehouses. Inside Structure 4, which appears 
to have been a storage building, a circular corn crib measuring one meter 
in diameter was filled with husked corn cobs. These configurations at Joya 
de Cerén indicate that, as units of coresidence, collaboration, and property 
sharing, households consisted of a relatively small number of people, probably 
single nuclear families in most cases, but the overall picture remains unclear 
until more residential compounds are completely exposed. 

The occupants of Joya de Cerén were clearly rural farmers or at least a group 
of people living in a small village, of relatively low status in their society. Yet 
the images of daily life from their community are far from a stereotypical view 
of poor, oppressed peasants. The richness of material inventories is striking, 
and Sheets (1992: 124) notes that the residents of Classic-period Joya de Cerén 
enjoyed richer material possessions than modern farmers in the same area. 
The most extensively excavated Household 1 owned more than seventy-five 
ceramic vessels, and villagers had access to imported goods such as obsidian, 
stone for axes, and shells. Locally produced objects included grinding stones 
and cotton threads. Their diet, including maize, legumes, squash, chili, manioc, 
avocado, gourds, cotton, palm, achiote, guava, hackberry, cacao, and nance, 
was as varied as that of the Maya nobility (Lentz et al. 1996: 259). To be sure, 
the occupants of Joya de Cerén had the advantage of fertile volcanic soil, 
but the prosperity of the site hints at similar patterns elsewhere in the Classic 
world. 

The people of Joya Cerén had rich social lives, too. Structure 3, a long build- 
ing with a substantially smaller number of objects than others, was probably 
a communal building where villagers met to discuss local affairs and to drink 
chicha (maize beer). Structure 10 appears to have been related to community 
festivals, with storage of ceremonial objects, including a painted deer skull 
headdress, and perhaps festival food and drink. Structure 9, a building with a 
domed room, served as a communal sweatbath. In the center of its interior 
floor was a fire box. Bathers probably entered the heated room after extin- 
guishing the fire. Sweat baths are still common among the modern Maya, who 
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use them not only for hygienic reasons but for medicinal purposes and ritual 
purification (Houston 1996; Child 2006). Structure 12 is interpreted as a place 
of ritual activity (Brown and Sheets 2000). Objects neatly stored in a niche — 
figurines, fragments of Spondylus shell, a pile of beans, and a deer antler — may 
have been used as ritual paraphernalia. Another pile of beans was found on 
the floor, which may have been used for divination, along with a collection of 
minerals atop an interior wall, as is common among the modern Maya. 
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Making Home and Community 


The life of farmers was framed in terms of social organization. Particularly 
important settings for their daily life were nested domestic groups, each asso- 
ciated with certain rights and obligations for its members (see Chapter 2). For 
example, the social unit of food sharing may not have been the same as that of 
land holding (see Goody 1958). To archaeologists then, the task is not to find 
the “typical” composition of Classic Maya farming households but to analyze 
interrelations between various levels and types of social groups. Although these 
groups may have been fluid, variable, and socially porous, they still informed 
the perception and activities of people. It is likely that some patterns of social 
arrangements expressed themselves in the layout of buildings and the space 
within and around them. 

Unlike Joya de Cerén, most Classic Maya sites lack in situ deposits on 
the floors, making inquiry into social relations difficult at best. Important 
data, however, are being provided by the analysis of soil chemistry (Barba 
and Manzanilla 1987; Terry et al. 2004). Concentrations of phosphate, met- 
als, and other elements in soils and plaster floors reflect ancient activities. 
Their patterns are highly variable, but there often exist more than one area 
of high phosphate levels (Fig. 8.10). It appears that single patio groups com- 
monly housed more than one unit of food preparation and consumption. This 
finding accords with patterns at Joya de Cerén. Such groups of people may 
have been economic units for the storage of food and possession of other 
movable materials. Patio groups found throughout the Maya area are gener- 
ally interpreted as residences of extended families (Willey 1981). If so, these 
extended families may have comprised multiple economic units, as well as 
differences in wealth and status. We should also consider the possibility of 
great variety in the composition of domestic groups occupying patio com- 
pounds. It is suggestive that a significant portion of buildings at Joya de Cerén 
had functions other than residential ones. A patio group with small struc- 
tures comparable to those at Joya de Cerén may have consisted of a single 
residence and additional nonresidential structures, perhaps housing a nuclear 
family. 

Despite possible internal divisions, the occupants of a patio compound prob- 
ably formed a significant focus of religious belief and practice. Aggregations 
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of buildings often include a nonresidential structure of a roughly square plan, 
which may have served as a family shrine or storage structure. The social inte- 
gration of occupants of a patio group appears to have been rooted in notions 
of kinship and local history. Excavations of such compounds often reveal a 
long sequence of architectural expansion and superimposition, as well as buri- 
als of former residents. Such bodies, viewed in part as those of “ancestors,” 
were conceived in Maya thought as “active” interlocutors and key anchors of 
group identity among the living (McAnany 1995), although, to be sure, the 
emphasis on such personages varied strongly across the Maya region. As among 
modern Maya, daily activities of agriculture, cooking, and construction took 
place in constant dialogue and interaction with ancestors and deities. In Classic 
Maya houses, what Westerners would consider the sacred and secular merged 
inseparably (Monaghan 2000: 30). 

Settlement surveys often find loose aggregations of patio groups and other 
buildings. Group identities, recruitment, and rights and duties associated with 
these buildings remain opaque. Yet it is reasonable to assume that the mere 
fact of spatial propinquity facilitated close interactions between and a certain 
level of coordination among inhabitants. The presence of a communal house 
and a building associated with ritual and feasts at Joya de Cerén, as well as 
the common occurrence of minor temple pyramids at other sites, points to 
an abiding sense of community, an entity that collectively discussed politi- 
cal matters and celebrated local festivals (Yaeger 2001). If farmers maintained 
agricultural fields close to their houses (see Section titled “Working in the 
Field”), negotiation and coordination of land tenure and rights of cultivation 
might have been a central concern (McAnany 1995: 159-62). Most occupants 
of such patio groups likely engaged in agricultural activities, shaping a feeling 
of shared identity, as well as the opportunity and need for cooperation. How- 
ever, the internal heterogeneity, partially expressed in building sizes, material 
possession, and activities, is also evident at this level (Yaeger and Robin 2004). 
Besides agricultural work, some households engaged in different kinds of craft 
activities (Beaudry-Corbett and McCafferty 2002). 

Another vexing problem is determining the division of labor within a house- 
hold, whether by gender or age. Among most Maya groups, especially those 
known through ethnographic and ethnohistoric evidence, agricultural work 
is associated closely with males in both practice and ideology. Women are 
responsible primarily for work at home, particularly cooking, child rearing, 
and textile production. Among the contemporary northern Lakandon Maya, 
however, men, women, and children tend to collaborate in all agricultural 
tasks (Boremanse 1998; Robin 2006). Which case is closer to general practices 
among the Classic Maya? Those living in dispersed settlements with strong 
emphasis on intensive infield cultivation might have resembled the northern 
Lakandon; those who did not, perhaps, were the residents of aggregated towns 
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Figure 8.10. Patterns of phosphate concentration in Group M6-3 of Aguateca 
(courtesy of Richard Terry). 


or villages, reliant on distant fields. An infield system lends itself to active 
participation of women in agricultural labor, especially when other traditional 
duties concentrate in and around the dwelling (Robin 2002). Yet centralized 
political systems might have conditioned such patterns to the extent that, as 
among modern Maya, rulers and elites interfered in the ownership and use 
of resources, a pattern quite dissimilar from traditional Lakandon. It is prob- 
able that in Classic times this political milieu contributed to a relatively clear 
division between a male’s work in the field and a females work at home. 
Such divisions, although often hard to discern archaeologically, need far more 


attention than they have received thus far. 
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WORKING IN THE FIELD 


The Maya lowlands constitute a rich yet fragile ecosystem (see Chapter 1). 
Soils are generally thin, washed away easily by tropical rains once the*natural 
vegetation is cleared. The lowland environment, particularly in the humid 
southern part, is characterized by biodiversity, nurturing a myriad of species 
but a limited number of any one kind at any one location. In Maya archaeology 
the successes and failures of local adaptations to ecosystem diversity have been 
central topics, especially when addressing the rise of centers during the Pre- 
classic and Early Classic periods, along with their variable depopulation around 
the ninth century AD. Scholarly views have polarized in this matter. Some 
investigators assert that the Classic Maya relied on maize monoculture, which 
was highly destructive to the environment and vulnerable to pests and climatic 
changes. Such a practice is believed to have led to an inevitable environmental 
disaster, namely, the Maya collapse (see Chapter 10; e.g., Culbert 1988). Other 
archaeologists have challenged this view, proposing tree fruit or root crops as 
alternative staples (see Section titled “Maya Foods”; e.g., Puleston 1982). The 
truth probably lies between these perspectives. 

Increasing data on human bone isotope and paleobotanical remains iden- 
tify maize as the dominant staple of the Classic Maya (Lentz 1999; Wright 
and White 1996). Stable istotopic C4 signatures are estimated to show 5o to 
80 percent of total caloric intake to be from maize, indicating a diet compa- 
rable to those of their modern descendants (Gerry and Krueger 1997: 202, 
Wright and Chew 1998: 932). Still, it is unwise to forget that the Classic Maya 
enjoyed a wide variety of plant and animal foods other than maize. There also 
existed significant regional variation in diet. Human bone chemistry suggests 
that populations in central Peten, the Pasién region, and at Copan relied more 
heavily on maize than the occupants of some Belizean settlements. Copanecos 
(those living at Copan) may have eaten less meat and fish than the inhabitants 
of Peten and Belize (Gerry and Krueger 1997: 204-5; Wright and White 
1996: 175-6). Such variations reflected adaptation to the local environment, 
differences in cultural preference of food items, and the fluctuating impact of 
local and interregional politics. 

Central to this inquiry is the problem of specific techniques of cultivation. 
Classic Maya farmers employed a relatively simple set of tools. Unlike farmers 
in many parts of the Old World, they had to cultivate lands without the help 
of large domesticated animals. Oval-shaped chipped stone axes were basic 
agricultural tools of multiple functions, handy for cutting trees and digging 
soils (Aoyama 1999; Lewenstein 1987; Rovner and Lewenstein 1997). We now 
know that, using such a tool kit, Maya farmers developed a wide repertoire 
of agricultural practices. What is not clear is how the Maya combined diverse 
methods and to what degree they relied on one technique over others. 
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Swidden or Intensive Agriculture? 


One of the methods used was swidden agriculture. Colonial and modern Maya 
have also practiced this method extensively. The forest was cleared and burned 
before the rainy season. The ash of burned trees released nutrients to crops 
planted at the beginning of the rainy season. In drier northern Yucatan one 
crop a year was common, but double cropping was possible in more humid 
and fertile areas. The negative side to the high productivity of maize was that 
it quickly depleted the soil of nutrients. As yields in any one plot dropped, 
farmers let the land lie fallow and awaited the recovery of its fertility. Fallow 
periods varied widely by regions and soil types, ranging from a few years to 
twenty years. In some places with good soil fertility, such as Joya de Cerén, 
there was no need for fallow periods (Sheets, personal communication, 2008). 
Although freshly burned forests were generally more productive than fallowed 
lands, opening primary forests with stone axes meant significant investments 
of labor, particularly in the southern lowlands. Farmers may have preferred 
generally to return to fallowed plots unless there arose the need for new 
agricultural fields. It was possible to intensify production temporarily through 
shorter fallow cycles, but this would contribute in the long run to a depletion of 
soil nutrients and serious problems with pests and weeds. Another problem of 
swidden agriculture was the loss of soil through erosion. Early scholars believed 
that swidden agriculture was the only dominant agricultural method among 
the Classic Maya. As further settlement data showed fairly high population 
densities throughout the Maya lowlands, many wondered how the Maya could 
support a large number of people with swidden agriculture alone. 

In the 1970s this picture changed drastically with the discovery of agricultural 
terraces and wetland cultivation. In terraces of the Rio Bec region of Mexico, 
a series of small stone retaining walls along the contours of slopes helped 
prevent soil erosion, perhaps as a coping mechanism for environments already 
overpopulated and damaged (Turner 1974; see also Murtha 2002). Evidence 
of wetland agriculture came in the form of small patches recognized in flood 
plains of the Candelaria River in Campeche and along the Hondo and New 
Rivers in northern Belize (Fig. 8.11, Siemens and Puleston 1972). Researchers 
inferred that, long ago, Maya farmers had dug into ditches to remove soils rich 
in organic matter, piling the muck on small patches of land and thus creating 
agricultural fields of high productivity. Longer canals were then dug to drain 
excess water. A problem began to appear when scholars came to expect similar 
features across the Maya lowlands. They hypothesized that large centers of the 
southern lowlands, many at the edges of seasonal swamps or bajos (Chapter 
1), relied heavily on wetland agriculture. Extensive lattice patterns detected 
by an airborne radar survey over wetlands seemed to support such a proposal 
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Figure 8.11. Drained fields, Chan Cahal, Belize (Beach et al. n.d., courtesy of 
Timothy Beach). 


Unfortunately, subsequent ground surveys in various parts of the Maya low- 
lands failed to meet the glow of initial expectation. To be sure, dense remains of 
terraces were found in central western Belize, where rolling terrain around the 
large center of Caracol was extensively modified into terraced hills (Fig. 8.12; 
A. Chase and D. Chase 1996). But surveys specifically focused on agricultural 
landscapes in the Puuc hills, the Petexbatun region, and northwestern Belize 
(Dunning 1992; Dunning and Beach 1994; Dunning et al. 1999), and in the 
upper Belize River Valley (Fedick 1994) found relatively scant evidence of ter- 
races. Such remains appear to be scarce, too, in central Peten, Guatemala. Scott 
Fedick (1996b:128) suggests that the Maya built terraces only in patches of land 
that satisfied conditions appropriate to technologies of hand-tool cultivation — 
that is, areas with shallow, fertile, well-drained upland soils of the Mollisol 
order that developed over consolidated limestone bedrock. Nicholas Dunning 
and his colleagues (Dunning et al. 1998a; Dunning et al. 2003) believe that 
some terraces were constructed in response to anthropogenic changes in the 
environment. In the Petexbatun region and northwestern Belize, they found 
terraces primarily along the foot-slopes of hills. Soil cores taken from lakes 
of these regions, as well as those of central Peten, indicate that significant 
deforestation of upland areas, probably from agriculture, took place during 
the Preclassic period, causing the erosion of soils towards lower elevations 


Farmers 


Figure 8.12. Terracing near Caracol, Belize (Chase and Chase 1994a, fig. 1.2). 


(Brenner 1983; Curtis et al. 1998; Hillesheim et al. 2005). The resulting accu- 
mulations of soil probably became the primary focus of intensive cultivation 
during the Classic period; foot-slope terraces then served to preserve these 
premium agricultural lands. In addition, Dunning and colleagues (Dunning 
et al. n.d.), working in northwestern Belize, as well as a group led by Richard 
Hansen (Martinez et al. 1996) investigating the Preclassic site of Nakbe, found 
certain terraces had the characteristic signatures of swamp soils. These deposits 
hint that Maya farmers brought fertile wetland soils to terraces so as to enhance 
agricultural production, although this practice may have taken place primarily 
during the Preclassic period. 

A key shift in scholarly thought began with additional survey in areas where 
lattice patterns were detected by airborne radar. These surveys consistently 
failed to reveal remnants of wetland agriculture (Dunning and Beach 1994; 
Pope and Dahlin 1989). Dunning (1996) argues that there existed a wide 
range of hydrological regimes in bajos of the Maya lowlands and that only 
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limited areas were suited for wetland cultivation. Kevin Pope and colleagues 
(Pope et al. 1996) even suggest that some features interpreted as raised field in 
northern Belize resulted from natural processes, especially the violent shrinking 
and swelling of clay and the precipitation of carbonate and gypsum in raised 
hummocks. Pohl and others (Pohl et al. 1996: 366) reason, too, that wetland 
features with clear evidence of human modifications were used primarily 
during the Preclassic period. In their view, the Preglassic Maya cultivated 
edges of riverine wetlands of northern Belize during the dry season or as 
hedges against risk in dry years. Seasonal variation of the water table was no 
more than one meter, which kept the surface soil moist throughout the dry 
season. By contrast, water tables in the bajos of Peten dropped by over three 
meters during the dry season, making wetland cultivation improbable in that 
zone (Pope and Dahlin 1989). As the water level rose with the increase of 
sea level towards the end of the Preclassic period, Maya farmers of northern 
Belize found it necessary to drain wetland fields with ditches and canals, 
eventually abandoning them before the Classic period. Dunning and colleagues 
(Dunning et al. 1999), examining bajos near the site of La Milpa in northwestern 
Belize just upriver from the area where remnant wetland agricultural features 
have been found, contend that bajos in their study area, as well as those 
in Peten, were perennial wetlands at one time. Upland forest clearance and 
concomitant soil erosion during the Preclassic period transformed them into 
seasonal swamps. According to Dunning and his colleagues, cultivation in bajos 
became exceedingly difficult after this hydrological change because of high 
acidity and substantial shrinkage and hardening of soils during the dry season. 
Peter Harrison (1996) counters these arguments by reemphasizing that the 
Pulltrouser swamp along the New River in Belize was indeed used for wetland 
cultivation, primarily during the Classic period. In much the same vein, Patrick 
Culbert and his coworkers (Culbert et al. 1990) propose that many bajos of the 
Peten were used extensively for wetland cultivation. Their backhoe trenches 
in the Bajo Pedernal near Rio Azul, Guatemala, revealed linear channels, 
which they interpreted as canals for wetland agriculture. Their survey of 
wetlands between Yaxha and Naranjo also recorded substantial settlements on 
islands and along the edges of bajos, perhaps reflecting intensive use of wetlands 
(Culbert et al. 1997). In response, Dunning and colleagues (Dunning et al. n.d.) 
suspect that canal-like features were naturally formed through the swelling and 
shrinkage of seasonal swamp clays, a suggestion likely to be correct. Alfred 
Siemens (Siemens 1996) similarly maintains that some of the impressive canals 
along the Candelaria River were used for fisheries. More recently, linear 
features were detected in high resolution IKONOS satellite images of bajos 
near Tikal and Calakmul (Sever and Irwin 2003). The carbon isotope analysis 
of soils of wetlands near Aguateca revealed a signature of maize cultivation 
(Richard Terry, personal communication 2008) or, alternatively, transplanted 
material from uplands. Thus, the debate on wetland cultivation continues. 


5 ee ee Pee, Vee ear era, | 


Fariners 


Diverse Strategies 


The true extent of Classic Maya intensive agriculture, particularly involving 
wetland cultivation, cannot be known without more research programs, some 
now underway. Nevertheless, intensive wetland agriculture does not seem to 
have been as prevalent as once thought. A large part of the northern lowlands, 
as well as the area around Copan, sustained substantial populations without the 
benefit of wetlands. Most scholars have recently come to emphasize diverse 
strategies as a key to understanding Classic Maya subsistence. At first glance, the 
tropical lowland environment seems homogenous in comparison to highland 
areas marked with valleys and ridges. A closer look, however, reveals a surpris- 
ing degree of environmental heterogeneity. In addition to their biodiversity, 
marked by the coexistence of a variety of species, the lowlands are character- 
ized by a mosaic of small patches of different ecological conditions, each shaped 
by different soil types, topography, and hydrological regimes (Fedick 1996a). 
In addition to the foot-slopes and edges of wetlands, premium agricultural 
lands included sinkholes that result from the erosion of limestone bedrock. 
Thick sediments at their bottoms usually retain moisture throughout the year, 
providing adequate conditions for the cultivation of cacao and other plants 
(Dunning and Beach 1994; Kepecs and Boucher 1996). The analysis of soil 
carbon isotopes in sinkholes of the Petexbatun region has detected signatures 
of maize cultivation (Johnson et al. 2007). In adapting to such conditions, 
Classic Maya farmers combined various subsistence strategies, choosing the 
most suitable technique for each microenvironment (Dunning et al. 1998b). 
Swidden agriculture, terracing, and wetland cultivation were just parts of a 
wide array of methods available to them — with, it seems, considerable impact 
in Preclassic times, when swidden was likely to have been the most significant 
initial system of cultivation. 

A particularly important part of this system may have been intensive culti- 
vation in relatively small plots near residences, generally called “infield agri- 
culture” as opposed to outfield agriculture that involved more extensive use 
of land away from residences (Netting 1977; Sanders 1981: 362-3). At Joya 
de Cerén, plaster casts of decayed plants provide remarkable views of such 
practices. Maize fields were found close to residences. Neat ridges and fur- 
rows that facilitated water absorption and stabilized maize show that farmers 
carefully tended such fields (Sheets 1992: $9). Sheets and Michelle Woodward 
(Woodward 2000: 23) estimate that the maize yield of the Joya de Cerén field 
was, for the first planting, in volcanic soils of high fertility, some 5,280 kg per 
hectare, which is higher than the productivity of most traditional fields in the 
Maya area today, if, perhaps, a figure that may be overgenerous according some 
researchers (David Webster, personal communication, 2008). To the south of 
Structure 4 was a maguey garden and fields of manioc, and these and other 
features are unlikely to have been radically different from infields in other parts 
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of the Maya lowlands. Even in a more urban setting, the results of intensive 
surface collection and soil chemical analysis at Sayil, Yucatan, have suggested 
to Thomas Killion and coworkers (Killion et al. 1989) that open areas between 
residential groups characterized with low sherd densities and high phosphate 
levels were used for agricultural production. To them, Sayil and probably many 
other Maya centers were “garden cities” with patches of agriculture filling areas 
between houses. Plots close to residences were probably intensively tended. 
Elevated phosphate levels appear to reflect fertilization with food refuse and 
the feces of household members and animals, along with organic mulches. 

This agricultural strategy may have been closely tied to the relatively dis- 
persed settlement patterns that the Classic Maya developed over wide areas 
of the lowlands. Robert Drennan (1988) has pointed out that compact settle- 
ments were more common during the Preclassic and Terminal Classic periods. 
The prevalence of dispersed patterns in Classic times suggests to him that 
Classic-period farmers relied heavily on intensive infield agriculture rather 
than extensive outfield swidden agriculture. Because of significant labor input 
in weeding and fertilization, the Maya probably preferred to live close to 
their agricultural fields, leading precisely to the dispersed pattern seen at many 
Classic sites. The dispersed pattern would also lend itself to tree crops. Like 
modern Maya houses in rural areas, Classic residences were probably sur- 
rounded by fruit trees. Related archaeological features may be the amorphous 
piles of stone rubble measuring two to four meters in diameter that are com- 
monly found in Yucatan; these are nicknamed ch’ich’ mounds. Susan Kepecs 
and Sylviane Boucher (1996: 76) note that modern Maya in the region com- 
monly place stones around fruit trees so as to conserve moisture and support 
delicate trunks. They suggest that ch’ich’ mounds reflected comparable prac- 
tices among pre-Hispanic Maya. 

It is equally probable that the Classic Maya actively managed forests away 
from their residences. Arturo GOmez-Pompa and others (Gomez-Pompa et al. 
1987) note the presence of stone walls delimiting small patches of forest veg- 
etation. According to local Maya, these features, called pet kot, were made by 
recent ancestors and by the “old” Maya for the cultivation and protection of 
useful trees. GOmez-Pompa and colleagues propose that the patches were arti- 
ficial forests for the extraction of arboreal resources, which the pre-Hispanic 
Maya created by introducing and protecting desirable tree species. Scott Atran 
(1993) observes that the modern Itzaj Maya of Peten protect valu 
in the forest, such as ramón and young mahoganies (Stwietenia spp. 
tively clearing areas around them. He suggests that the Classic M 
employed similar strategies of forest management. The Classic Maya probably 
faced the shortage of fire wood, as is happening in many parts of the world 
today because of pressures from deforestation and increases 
Selective thinning of forests might have been an effective strate 
a supply of fire wood while enhancing the growth of trees th 
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medicine, incense, and construction materials. In some areas, the Classic Maya 
may have cultivated maize and other plants in forests, leaving a significant 
portion of trees uncut, as the Lakandon Maya did until recently (Nations and 
Nigh 1980: 20). Large parts of the Maya lowlands were probably deforested and 
filled with intermeshing patches of residential groups and agricultural fields. 
Yet, such animal species as jaguars (Panthera onca) and brocket deer, which 
require the presence of canopy forests for their survival, are relatively common 
in archaeological faunal assemblages, indicating that the Classic Maya preserved 
significant areas of forest (Emery 1997: 140-216). These forests were probably 
not so much untouched wilderness as carefully and actively managed sources 
of vital materials. 

In sum, Classic Maya farmers devised various strategies, including intensive 
cultivation near the residences, orchards, terracing, wetland cultivation, swid- 
den agriculture, and managed forestry. Their land use probably did not observe 
a marked differentiation between so-called infield and outfield or between the 
cultivated and the wild, but was characterized by a continuum from inten- 
sively tended plots close to home to managed forests at some distance away 
(McAnany 1995). 


FARMERS AND POLITIES 


The central authority of each Maya center obviously extracted tribute and ser- 
vices from farmers and other nonelites. This raises two related questions: How 
did elite and state or political institutions affect the life of individual farmers? 
And how did farmers cope with, resist, or benefit from those encounters? 


Demography 


The tension inherent in relations between elites and nonelites must have been 
aggravated by the trend of rapid population increase during the Classic period. 
The collapse of some polities and a probable population decline at the end 
of the Preclassic period left sparsely occupied, relatively open lands in many 
parts of the Maya area. Whereas large Early Classic settlements developed near 
rich agricultural lands, population levels in areas with lesser agricultural poten- 
tial were relatively low. During the Late Classic period, however, the Maya 
expanded their settlements, filling less desirable lands. A particularly drastic 
case may be that of Dos Pilas and Aguateca, Guatemala, both situated at the 
edges of swampy lands. They grew from sparsely settled rural areas to densely 
occupied centers when an intrusive dynasty established twin capitals during 
the Late Classic period. By the end of the Late Classic period, the Maya low- 
lands were transformed into highly crowded landscapes. Patrick Culbert (1988) 
estimates the density of Late Classic rural population to be 168 persons/km? 
and, on average, the intrasite density to approximate 300 to $00 persons/km?. 
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The numbers may have been smaller if the Maya maintained dual residences 
or if the occupancy rate per structure were lower. Still, many scholars, with 
some important dissenters, agree that the Classic Maya reached a remarkably 
high population density for a preindustrial agrarian society. 

According to one theory, this demographic trend at least partially reflected 
incentives from the elite. Under the highly tense political climate of the Classic 
period, the main interest of competing dynasties was to attract an ever larger 
subject population so as (a) to secure labor for construction activities and 
(b) to gain economic and militaristic advantages over rivals. The elite may 
have strongly promoted population growth among their followers (Cowgill 
1979), although the actual mechanism of such promotion is rather unclear. 
This theory would also imply competition and inequality among the farmers 
themselves. Under certain social and economic environments in such commu- 
nities, larger households tend to enjoy economic advantages over smaller ones 
(Wilk 1983). By increasing family size, many Maya farmers might have tried to 
exploit economic and political opportunities that were embedded in the larger 
sphere of politics. As an alternative theory, generally large households might 
in fact have been poorer households, as suggested by David Webster (personal 
communication, 2008). 


The Politics of Farming 


Both polities and individual farmers needed to cope with demographic trends 
by intensifying agricultural production. A result was a dynamic agricultural 
system that expressed tensions between the conflicting interests of farmers and 
kingdoms. Three issues were critical in this precarious balance: the devel- 
opment and use of agricultural lands; the choice of specific crops; and land 
tenure. It could also be noted that the Maya dealt with “niche construction” 
and “niche inheritance” of particular opportunities for food production, with 
each successive generation of Maya adapting to anthropogenic niches of their 
own making. The problems facing Late Classic people were thus very different 
from those of their forebears. 

In terms of agricultural land use, the primary strategy was, as seen already, 
the adoption of diverse agricultural techniques that responded to the mosaic- 
like, microenvironmental heterogeneity of the tropical lowlands, particularly 
by Late Classic times. This strategy required intimate knowledge of local 
environmental patches, which were most likely held by individual farmers 
rather than by elites. If so, decisions concerning agricultural landscapes might 
have been made primarily by individual farmers, as well as by small kin or 
local groups (see Netting 1993; Chayanov 1986, for the importance of decision 
making by individual farmers in the course of agricultural intensification and 
the ratio of producers to consumers in households, a strong influence on 
household economic prosperity). Agricultural fields developed through the 
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direct involvement of the state tend to be highly standardized and at large 
scale. Evidence of such plots as developed by kingdoms is indeed scarce in 
the Maya lowlands, perhaps in itself a reflection of the nature of local political 
organization. Even highly productive wetland agricultural fields consisted of 
small, irregular patches of raised or ditched fields. Terraced fields also appear 
to have been amorphous and were generally associated with small residential 
groups. It is difficult to find any whisper of a master plan by state administrators 
in these agricultural landscapes. Such observations do not mean that the polities 
or kingdoms were uninterested in the direct development and management 
of agricultural lands. Many elites probably owned their own agricultural lands 
(see Section titled “Working in the Field”). In addition, Arlen and Diane Chase 
(1996a) argue that extensive terrace systems around Caracol were developed 
through the initiative of the elite, although this could also have been handled, 
as among the Ifugao in the Philippines, by small-scale organization (Conklin 
1980). Large canals at Edzna may also have been constructed under the state 
supervision. Such examples, however, are uncommon. 

We should remember that comales, the flat plates for cooking tortillas, were 
nearly absent at lowland Maya centers during the Classic period. In the 
Guatemalan highlands and Oaxaca, comales have been used since Preclassic 
times, and their appearance may, in some cases, correlate with significant 
state involvement in agricultural practice (J. Marcus and Flannery 1996: 146). 
Tortillas prepared on comales were more suitable for farmers who needed to 
work in distant agricultural fields than atol (porridge) and tamales, rather heavy, 
bulky foods, difficult to transport and easy to spoil. In other parts of Meso- 
america, the use of distant agricultural fields may have increased with the 
relocation of agrarian populations and the development of new maize fields 
under state supervision, especially in the Oaxaca Valley. In the Maya lowlands, 
however, comales became common only during the Postclassic period, when 
the Maya were under increasingly strong Mexican influence. Although food 
preferences cannot be explained by political factors alone, the scarcity of coma- 
les at lowland centers during the Classic period may be conditioned partly by 
the limited degree of elite involvement in agricultural practices. 

Another piece of circumstantial evidence is that each Maya community 
appears to have been largely self-sufficient in most food items. Although 
some scholars have suggested that large centers, such as Tikal, exerted political 
control over wide areas and imported staples in a large quantity (Culbert 1988), 
there is in fact little evidence for this claim. The bone chemistry of skeletons 
suggests that the Classic Maya mostly ate locally acquired foods (Wright and 
White 1996: 174). Even settlements like Colha, which exported chert tools in 
significant quantity, also developed their own agricultural fields (Jacob 1995). 
A rare exception may be Chunchucmil, where the residents possibly depended 
on the import of food in exchange of salt, but the data are still inconclusive 


(Dahlin et al. 2005). 
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The political agenda of the elite and of polities was more strongly reflected 
in the choice of crops. There appears to have been a strong pressure toward a 
monoculture production, which runs counter to the biodiversity of the low- 
land environment. Is the mosaic, micromanaged interpretation wrong or feeble 
as an explanation, or was there constant tension between diversified strategy 
and an emphasis on maize? If diversified agricultural strategies were rooted in 
the local knowledge and practice of farmers, this standardizing demand may 
indeed have been exerted by polities (Pyburn 1996). In Classic Maya society. 
which lacked a well-developed, general-purpose money applicable to various 
types of transaction, a significant part of the state economy was based probably 
on “staple finance” sustained and mediated by tribute collected in the form 
of staple foods (See D’Altroy and Earle 1985). Maize, which could easily have 
been stored and transported, was most advantageous for taxation in this system. 
In addition, as James Scott (1998) forcefully argues, the state and other forms 
of centralized political institutions anywhere in the world tend to promote 
the homogenization of social practices. They encourage the standardization of 
language, currency, and measuring systems, and transform diverse natural land- 
scapes into homogenous agricultural fields. Such homogenized landscapes and 
standardized practices serve the needs of states by helping control population 
and resources. Although Classic Maya polities were neither highly successful 
nor interested in homogenizing agricultural land use, the promotion of maize 
cultivation could have been one area in which this tendency of the state could 
expressed itself. 

The strong interest in maize on the part of polities was reflected in the 
ideological importance of this plant to elite Maya. The Maize God occupied a 
crucial place in the Classic Maya pantheon, and the rulers identified themselves 
closely with this agricultural deity (see Chapter 7). Royal iconography and 
performance were filled with maize symbolism. The states probably effected 
this heavy reliance on maize cultivation in an indirect manner. In other words. 
although kingdoms did not actively develop state-owned maize fields on a large 
scale, they may have specified the quantity of maize to be provided in tribute, 
as they certainly did in specifying tribute of cacao beans (D. Stuart 2006). The 
ideological emphasis on maize appears to have been a particularly important 
strategy for the indirect promotion of the monocultural tendency. At the same 
time, we need to pay attention to evidence that counters this hypothesis. Maya 
centers seem to have lacked large, centralized storage facilities, often associated 
with redistributive systems of grains as in the case of the Inka (1D’Altroy and 
Earle 1985). In addition, tribute scenes in murals and ceramic paintings depict 
beans and other produce, but not maize. 

Another critical issue would have involved land tenure. Landownership does 
not leave any clearly recognizable archaeological signature, and glyphic texts 
are mute on this matter. But we can reason thus: in an environmental mos 
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and possession of some premium lands, such as the bottoms of sinkholes and 
areas from foot hills to the edges of the bajos with thick sediments, would have 
been highly coveted. Or, to put this another way, Maya households would 
have experienced great variation in well-being, and hence much stress came 
from the bottom and worked upwards. It is probable that privileged groups, 
including old families within local groups, nobles, and royal families, owned 
or controlled desirable agricultural lands (McAnany 1995: 74). In colonial 
Yucatan, for example, elites owned sinkholes (Farriss 1984: 180). Intensive 
cultivation near residences also implies that the family or kin group possessed 
agricultural fields around their houses or at least controlled their use in a 
significant manner. Low stone walls found in probable agricultural fields in 
northern Yucatan, the Rio Bec region, and the Petexbatun region may have 
represented property boundaries of just such lands (Kurjack and Garza 1981: 
297; McAnany 1995: 94). In relation to land tenure, we should note that 
there existed large residential complexes scattered among smaller ones in areas 
outside monumental cores. In their feudal model of Classic Maya society, 
derived overtly from analogies from historical European, Japanese, and African 
societies, Richard Adams and Woodruff Smith (1981) have suggested that 
these large complexes were “country houses” of feudal chiefs who also kept 
temporary residences in centers. In this model, such mobile elites owned their 
agricultural lands and controlled peasant labor (see “house society” models in 
Chapter 2). Another possibility is that such large complexes were occupied by 
the heads of kin groups. For this reason, Patricia McAnany (1995: 95, 159) 
contends that the land tenure system of Classic Maya society was closely tied to 
the organization of kin groups, with their own internal inequalities of influence 
and wealth. Either way, land tenure was intertwined to a complicated extent 
with the agricultural practices and the power structures of society. There is also 
the possibility that the Maya concept of land ownership was not as clear-cut 
as that of modern capitalistic groups. It may have involved overlapping rights 
of access and control by individual farming households, larger kin groups, and 
central political authorities. 


Centrifugal and Centripetal Forces 


The relatively weak and indirect management of agricultural practices by poli- 
ties, along with dispersed settlement patterns, fostered a centrifugal tendency 
in which farmers could potentially break away from control by central author- 
ities. This tendency was behaviorally expressed through the high mobility of 
agrarian populations. Colonial-period Maya in Yucatan maintained consider- 
able freedom of movement despite the efforts of the Spaniards to bind them 
to towns through the policy of congregación. Nancy Farriss (1984: 199) states 
that “the lowland Maya seem to have been uncommonly restless for a people 
defined as ‘sedentary. ” Movements away from the reach of Spanish power 
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indeed remained as an effective strategy of resistance to the colonial regime. 
Both Farriss (1984: 199) and Matthew Restall (1997: 174-5) conjecture that 
the high mobility of the colonial Maya had deep historical roots. 

The mobility of nonelites during the Classic period appears to be reflected 
in the rapid growth and reduction in the size of centers (Inomata 2004). Arlen 
Chase and Diane Chase (1989), for example, argue that Caracol attracted a large 
number of people after the victory of its dynasty over Tikal, a matter probably 
linked more widely to power relations involving Calakmul and beyond (see 
Chapter 5). Whatever the location, farmers probably had the option of leaving 
oppressive or weak lords and moving on to the sphere of more appealing 
ones (see Chapter 2). A factor allowing the high mobility of Maya farmers 
was a relatively low degree of investment in the preparation of residences and 
agricultural fields. Structures with wattle-and-daub walls and thatched roofs, 
which Classic Maya farmers commonly used, can be built easily, and modern 
Maya frequently rebuild such houses. The initial labor investment for the 
preparation of agricultural fields may also have been modest, if the Classic Maya 
agriculturalists adopted the strategy of conforming to the natural environment 
on a relatively small scale rather than modifying topographies through large- 
scale agro-engineering. A relatively low level of investment in residential and 
productive capital meant that moving to a new locality became a viable option 
when local oppressions worsened or when new economic incentives beckoned 
at other places. In addition, colonial-period Yucatan patronymic groups were 
distributed over wide areas, cutting across local groups; those who visited new 
locations were assisted by locals of the same patronym (Roys 1943; Tozzer 1941: 
99). If similar patterns of social organization existed in Classic times, they may 
well have facilitated movements of people. Moreover, the rapid population 
growth during the Classic period undergirded this tendency. As land shortage 
became an acute problem around old centers, some farmers needed to move 
to less crowded areas in search of new agricultural fields. 

If centrifugal tendencies were so strong, what provided the counteracting 
centripetal forces that bound farmers to the elite and to centers in general? Two 
factors may be critical in this regard: the centralized control of water and the 
elite-sponsored public events of ceremonies and construction, underwritten 
by the covenant bonds described in Chapter 7. Water was one critical resource 
that the Classic Maya states did control, at least in some areas. Despite the com- 
monly held image of perpetually humid tropical lowlands, rainfall is relatively 
scarce throughout the Maya area during the dry season. The seasonal low pre- 
cipitation represented a serious problem, particularly in the central southern 
lowlands where significant bodies of surface water were absent and under- 
ground water indifferently accessible. The shortage of drinking water may 
have been exacerbated because stored water goes foul quickly in the tropics. 
The large centers of the central southern lowlands, such as Tikal and Calakmul, 
coped with this problem by creating substantial systems of water reservoirs, 
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Figure 8.13. Concave and convex watersheds at Maya sites. Above: Preclassic con- 
cave watersheds. Below: Classic convex watersheds (redrawn from Scarborough 2003, 


fig. 4.24). 


although it must be pointed out that Tikal’s rural or outlying population main- 
tained many aguadas that were probably not under centralized control. Vernon 
Scarborough (1993, 1994, 2003, 2006) has suggested that Late Preclassic centers 
managed water through channels and reservoirs constructed in gentle slopes 
of foothills and the edges of wetlands, creating “concave microwatersheds.” 
During the Classic period, the focus of water storage shifted to “convex 
microwatersheds,” with reservoirs built around the central precincts of centers 
that usually occupied hill tops (Fig. 8.13; see Chapter 3, however, for some 
doubts as to the categorical distinction between these watersheds). Dunning 
and colleagues (Dunning et al. 1999) suspect that this change in water manage- 
ment was a response to the transformation of perennial wetlands into seasonal 
ones at the end of the Late Preclassic period. Water stored in large upland 
reservoirs could be diverted to small ones downslope, near residential groups 
and agricultural fields. Lisa Lucero (1999) and Anabel Ford (1996) speculate 
that a significant number of farmers who were dependent on centralized water 
storage might have kept dual residences, living near agricultural fields during 
the rainy season and moving into centers during the dry season. 

Water management, however, was far less centralized at centers on the 
Pasión River and other perennial bodies of water and at settlements in the 
northern lowlands. Although the northern part of the Yucatan Peninsula was 
drier than the southern lowlands, the water table in the area was closer to the 
surface and accessible through natural cenotes. In addition, the Classic Maya of 
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northern Yucatan built numerous chultun (bell-shaped pits) in association with 
their residences (Fig. 8.14). These subterranean features were built specifically 
for water storage and were fundamentally different from the chultun in the 
southern lowlands, which were most likely used for storage. Households in 
northern Yucatan did not have to depend on central authorities for this vital 
resource. 

Mass ceremonies and construction activities that took place at the centers 
under the sponsorship of the central authorities added to the force of centripetal 
impulses. Stone monuments and ceramic paintings commonly depict rulers and 
nobles performing public ceremonies: such acts represented and reinforced the 
core cultural values of the Maya elite (see Chapters $, 6). The events were 
also the central media through which elite versions of beliefs gained currency 
among the populace (Demarest 1992), along with reciprocal influence on those 
beliefs by nonelites: the process is unlikely to have been one of passive brain- 
washing. Elites presumably presented themselves as mediators of supernatural 
powers like the Maize and Rain Gods, which were tied closely to the inter- 
ests of farmers. The ideological effects of religion were rooted in the physical 
and sensory practice and experience of ritual. Although iconographic images 
and glyphic texts do not refer to nonelite participants of ceremonies, there 
are reasons to believe that extraordinary events held at centers involved the 
active participation of large numbers of farmers. Public rituals were political 
theaters where commonly held values were celebrated and conflicting interests 
negotiated through the physical copresence of diverse social groups and their 
embodied performance. 

Colonial documents suggest that both elites and nonelites were deeply 
engaged in public ceremonies (Inomata 2006b). The same was probably true for 
the Classic Maya. Arrangements of ceremonial spaces at Classic Maya centers 
are telling in this regard (Inomata 2006a). Many large ceremonies took place in 
open plazas where stelae and other stone monuments were erected. The main 
plazas of relatively small centers, such as Aguateca and Quirigua, were spacious 
enough to contain nearly the entire population of the polity (see Chapter 2). 
Even at the medium-sized center of Copan, much of the local community 
could potentially have been accommodated in the adjacent spaces of the Great 
Plaza, Middle Plaza, East Plaza, and the Plaza of the Hieroglyphic Stairway. 
At large centers, simultaneous gatherings of the entire polity were increasingly 
difficult, but the planners of city spaces appear to have made their best efforts 
to include a large portion of the polity population in ceremonial events. At 
Tikal, for example, the primary public ceremonial space during the Early 
Classic period may have been the Great Plaza, at the core of the center. Along 
with the growth in population, the construction of Temples 1 and 2 during the 
early eighth century AD may have made this ceremonial space too small for 


plenum gatherings of the whole community. An important aim of subsequent 


construction projects at Tikal could have been to secure ample ceremonial 
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Figure 8.14. Water-storage pits, Puuc-region, Yucatan, Mexico (McAnany 1990, 
fig. 13.2). 


space in less crowded areas. Extensive open areas were established in front of 
Temples 4 and 6 constructed during the mid-eighth century AD. Also built 
during this period were the extensive Twin Pyramid Complexes Q and R, as 
well as the Maler, Maudslay, and Mendez Causeways that connected Temples 4 
and 6 with other areas (Harrison 1999: 158, 160). Spacious causeways measur- 
ing twenty to eighty meters in width most likely served as theatrical stages for 
parades and processions on the occasion of community rituals, and for the trans- 
port of elaborate tableaux or litters (see Chapter 7). Given their conspicuous 
width, these streets may also have permitted a large number of spectators along 
their edges. Such layouts and construction sequences at Classic Maya centers 
suggest that elite-sponsored public ceremonies and rituals were indeed mass 
spectacles in which a significant portion of the polity population participated. 
It would be surprising if Maya architects were unconscious of the theatrical 
qualities in the plazas, causeways, and surrounding temples that they designed. 

Construction projects of temples, palaces, plazas, and causeways also pre- 
sented occasions in which a large number of farmers engaged in activities 
coordinated by the elite. Construction projects were indeed closely tied to 
public theatrical events. The construction of certain buildings was planned 
for ceremonial occasions such as period ending and royal funerary rituals. In 
addition, edifices required dedication rituals before, during, and after their 
construction. In other words, temples, palaces, plazas, and causeways consti- 
tuted theatrical spaces for public ceremonies, framing such events in spatial 
and social contexts and serving as mnemonic devices for proper behavior and 
shared, historic values. Theatrical events in turn attached narratives, memories, 
and meanings to buildings, giving them life and their own history. The sym- 
bolically and politically charged nature of theatrical spaces became particularly 
apparent at the time of social change and conflict. For example, when the Dos 
Pilas dynasty took over Aguateca, which was originally within the domain 
of the Tamarindito polity, the new ruling elite discontinued the ritual place 
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used by the rival dynasty and constructed the Main Plaza as a new focus of 
community ritual (Inomata et al. in press). A similar process of ceasing the use 
of a traditional plaza and constructing a new ceremonial space also took place 
at the nearby settlement of Dos Ceibas, which was apparently incorporated in 
the Aguateca polity (Eberl 2007). 

Participants in elite-sponsored construction projects probably overlapped 
significantly with those involved in concurrent acts of sacred theater. Con- 
struction workers were aware of ceremonies and rituals that would take place 
after the completion of buildings, and participants of spectacles remembered 
the process of construction to which they contributed: in this sense, “mon- 
umentality,” both in physical mass and as quality of mind, expressed broader 
social and behavioral conditions. The larger the building project, the more 
likely to loom large in local lives (but see Webster and Kirker 1995, for more 
conservative estimates of the labor inputs). Construction work, then, may not 
always have been a burden that farmers accepted only grudgingly under the 
coercion of the dominant group. It was an integral part of the farmers’ value 
system and imparted a satisfying meaning to their lives. 


A FARMING PEOPLE 


Beyond their bones and dwellings, individual farmers and other food producers 
in Classic Maya society remain largely invisible to archaeologists. Developments 
in settlement and landscape archaeologies, however, have provided significant 
clues to the lives of those who constituted most of Maya society. Farmers 
were primarily responsible not only for developing and maintaining complex 
agricultural knowledge that adapted to the diverse environmental mosaic of 
the tropical lowlands, but also, in basic terms, for producing children. Their 
subsistence strategy centered at first on the highly successful combination of 
maize and beans and incorporated a wide array of cultigens and nondomes- 
ticated resources. Their agricultural techniques were tailored to microenvi- 
ronmental conditions with available choices of intensive infield cultivation, 
swidden agriculture, terracing, wetland cultivation, and the exploitation of 
resources from managed forests. Dispersed settlement patterns closely reflected 
such agricultural practices, with a heavy emphasis on intensive cultivation near 
residences. This was far from a stable agricultural system. Maya subsistence 
practices changed with political, economic, and demographic circumstances 
and with environment transformations for which Maya farmers themselves 
were responsible. Another critical factor that shaped the course of Maya agri- 
culture and environment was the tension between diverse strategies rooted in 
the local knowledge of farmers and the pressure towards maize monoculture 
exerted by polities. 

The lives of farmers were, according to some interpretations, deeply embed- 
ded in the broader politics and economics in which elites were prominent 
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players. Although the nature of their agricultural practices, dispersed settle- 
ments, and high spatial mobility made the political control of farmers inher- 
ently weak, the vital resource of water was controlled by the elites in centralized 
storage systems, at least in some regions. Clearly, however, the nature of that 
storage will continue to be strongly debated. It may be that what bound 
farmers to polities and dynasties were mass spectacles and large construc- 
tion projects that took place at centers. These were the occasions in which 
the communities focused on rulers and other elites, and social linkages were 
reconstituted and affirmed through the physical presence of most members 
of society. Thus, the term “people of maize” represents the central identity 
of Classic Maya nonelites. It was not, however, an identity rooted in farmers’ 
independent existence. Rather, it emerged as a way of life through negotiations 
with higher-level forces, from kings to gods, and in the enduring interactions 
with a tropical environment. 
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CHAPTER 9 


CRAFTSPEOPLE AND TRADERS 


CREATORS AND NEGOTIATORS OF VALUES 


The Classic Maya produced many works of skill and aesthetic refinement, 
including stone sculptures, polychrome ceramics, finely carved ornaments, 
and lavishly adorned buildings. They also devised a wide array of utilitarian 
tools, without, however, possessing more than a passing knowledge of metals 
(Bray 1977). The identity of Maya craftspeople and the means by which their 
products were made and traded explain much about Classic Maya society. Yet 
these systems of production and consumption do not yield their secrets easily. 
The Yukatek Maya in the early colonial period exchanged a variety of items 
in marketplaces, using cacao beans as money. But did their notion of “money 
growing on trees” exist during the Classic period? Did the Classic Maya sgen 
have marketplaces? 


BASIC PERPLEXITIES: THE CASE OF MONEY AND MARKETS 


Cacao beans and other prized goods, such as obsidian pieces, may have had 
certain levels of interchangeability with other items. However, this does not 
mean that they functioned in the same way as today’s general-purpose money. 
Unlike coins or bills, Maya goods were not tied to any absolute standard of 
value. Their worth fluctuated according to local supply and demand or the 
intangibles of quality, some kinds of jade, obsidian, or cacao being favored 
over others. “Value” tends to elude archaeologists for the simple reason that 
such a variable concept cannot be accessed by applying present-day notions of 
worth. In many societies people's notions of value are indissolubly connected 
with their social relations: they esteemed certain objects according to who 
made them and who possessed them. To the Maya, the association of some 
stone statues and ornaments with certain individuals and historical events. as 
well as the fact that the stones were green, probably weighed more than any 


mineralogical evaluation — that 1s, whether the stone was true jade, a material 
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or any other stone of that color. The close tie to the legitimate producers 
or owners may even have given some objects a quality of inalienability (see 
Weiner 1992). Values were thus rooted in people’s engagements with objects. 
Nonetheless, the presence of certain materials in special deposits, offerings 
destroyed by violent smashing and burning, as well as other burials and caches 
points strongly to the great value of those materials. The most important 
deposits merited the most exotic and rarest of goods, although the Maya 
and their neighbors sometimes made do with counterfeits, such as the clay 
“cacao beans” discovered in caches at Balberta, Guatemala (Bove 1991: 139). 
Maya valuables had another property, as consumable items: beans were ground 
into flavorings for drinks, and obsidian was employed for cutting and for use 
as ground mirrors. Such use and consumption, along with caching, burial 
offerings, or ritual destruction, diminished supply and increased the value of 
objects still in circulation, perhaps as an unintended secondary effect. Currency 
in Western society used to have the same, functional transformability, so that, 
for example, early American silverware was often marked “pure coin” to 
indicate its origin. 

As for marketplaces, several scholars suggest that these trading fairs took 
place periodically in public plazas and other rectangular-shaped spaces, such 
as the East Plaza of Tikal (Jones 1996: 86). At first there was no clear proof 
of this, especially because of problems in showing how such marketplaces 
might be identified. Swept, broken goods? These would fill any deposit of 
trash. Multiple rooms and galleries? Such would occur in most palatial or 
administrative buildings. Others believe that marketplaces can be detected 
by examining the distribution of certain chemical traces in the soil, as at 
Chunchucmil, Yucatan (Dahlin et al. 2007), in an area much-disturbed by 
modern activity, or by ceramics, such as those around Tikal (Culbert in press). 
At Tikal the limited spatial distribution of certain pottery (see Section titled 
“Production and Distribution of Utilitarian Goods”) conforms to what might 
be expected of local markets, the assumption being that goods radiate out 
from the markets where they were traded but then display rapid fall-off curves 
when approaching other networks of production and exchange. The strength 
of distributional studies is that they indicate the likely complexity of exchange 
systems among the Classic Maya. They suggest that major centers did not 
control the movement of utilitarian ceramics, which rather flowed along many 
other networks, whereas the circulation of obsidian and other goods may have 
been regulated to a certain degree by central authorities (Aoyama 1999; Fry 
t980: 16). The defect of distributional studies is their inability to discount other 
possibilities, such as the presence of peddlers or of buyers walking directly to 
production centers. Until recently, large amounts of pottery were carried by 
cumpline cacastes (cargo containers suspended by the cords around the brow) 
from the central highlands to the Pacific Coast (Reina and Hill 1978: 208). 
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Another, deeper problem concerns the very notion of the “market.” It is 
unclear, for example, why centers of production would be equivalent with 
markets. In the Maya region, scholarly understandings of them result largely 
from what was operating in Guatemala and adjacent countries over the last 
one hundred years, after centuries of colonial and plantation economies. We 
can assume that the social and political conditions leading to such marketplaces 
were not the same as those during the Classic period — basic human needs might 
remain the same, but not the means by which they were satisfied. If modern 
marketplaces are accepted as useful analogues, how, then, is the archaeologist 
to distinguish between the different types of people within them: the vendors 
(those who sell their own products), the middlemen (those who trathic locally 
in other people’s work), and the itinerant merchants (those who move products 
over large areas) (Reina and Hill 1978: 207-8)? 

Nonetheless, despite these caveats, many of which remain valid, there is evi- 
dence of some such facilities at Classic Maya sites. These complexes of buildings 
are of two types, both rare (Fig. 9.1). The first consists of galleries around a 
patio, close to the site center, as attested at Tikal and, in findings by a Mex- 
ican project at Calakmul, Mexico, of very similar galleries. These last appear 
around a tiered platform with extraordinary images of men and women serving 
or selling various foodstuffs, including tobacco, drink, and salt (Boucher and 
Quiñones 2007; Martin 2006). A strangely eroticized element intrudes into the 
murals, which feature a jeweled woman with gauzy bright blue dress, almost 
like the prostitutes known from marketplaces in late pre-Hispanic central 
Mexico. The dates of the complexes at Tikal and Calakmul may cluster in the 
eighth century AD, just at a time when these sites were locked in bitter rival- 
ries (see Chapters 5 and 6). There is thus a possibility that part of that conflict 
involved the creation of competing, lavish market facilities so as to compete 
economically as well as politically: traders favoring one market over the other 
would yield benefits in prestige and from tangible forms of taxation or “skim” 
by the local royal family that commissioned the buildings. That the proposed 
marketplaces fell into apparent desuetude a short time afterwards — this remains 
to be proved by ceramics and stratigraphy, however — indicates a relatively short- 
lived concern with such matters by important dynasties. The other potential 
market facilities, discovered by Juan Pedro Laporte and his team at sites like 
Pueblito, Ixtutz, and Xa’an Arriba in the southeastern Peten, Guatemala (Juan 
Pedro Laporte, personal communication, 2007), are smaller-scale, but similarly 
positioned, at the axes of causeways and near palaces and temples. All of these 
facilities urgently need detailed, stripping excavations and chemical assays to 
confirm and extend the argument that they are market buildings. 


EXPLORING THE MAYA “ECONOMY” 


A critical question to ask is how what we might call “economic” activi- 
ties overlapped and related to various aspects of Maya life. Instead of simply 
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Figure 9.1. Possible market facilities at Pueblito, Guatemala (courtesy of Juan Pedro 
Laporte, Atlas Arqueológico de Guatemala, Instituto de Antropología e Historia de 
Guatemala). 


wondering whether the Classic Maya had money or marketplaces, we need to 
examine how certain material media of values and spatial nodes of transactions 
were tied to a diverse array of actions, experiences, and ideas. 

Three issues merit closer scrutiny. First, different modes of exchange appear 
to have coexisted. Some objects may have been exchanged at marketplaces, 
whereas others circulated through preexisting social ties among political allies 
or members of kin or local groups. Even transactions at marketplaces may have 
been quite different from the impersonal nature of the modern market system. 
The economic basis of the ruling elite hinged primarily on their ability to 
levy tribute in the form of human labor and material goods rather than money 
as an abstract unit of value. Others may have produced goods in payment of 
debts, as expressed in the colonial Yukatek label ah sak bet, “she who weaves 
for barter or debt” (Clark and Houston 1998: 42). 

Second, the economic system was conditioned by modes of transportation. 
The Classic Maya did not have beasts of burden or wheeled carts, and most 
of the inland regions where they lived lacked navigable rivers or substantial 
bodies of water. Many goods must have been carried by human bearers with 
tumplines and rope backpacks. In some cases, they were combined with 
canoe transportation, following routes that probably looped in great circles 
rather than simply going up and down streams (Fig. 9.2; C. Shaw 2000: 
105). The heavy reliance on human bearers restricted the ability to transport 
heavy goods over long distances. This makes the rare instances of large-scale 
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transport all the more striking, such as a 
slate stela at Calakmul, Campeche. This 
slender, ungainly stone was obviously 
brought by arduous means from geo- 
logical sources in Belize (Healy et al. 
1995: 339). 

The one exception to long-distance 
transport must have been the sea 
routes that went around the Yucatan 
Peninsula. Large canoes such as those 
encountered on Columbus’ fourth voy- 
age near the Bay Islands in Honduras 
could transport well over a ton in 
weight (las Casas 1951: 273-5), even 
though it now seems likely that the 
craft in question was traveling a rela- 
tively short distance when Columbus’ 
crew interrupted its journey (Fig. 9.3: 
Edwards 1978: 203). At yet an earlier 
date, during the Archaic period, there is 
credible evidence that communication 
existed between the Yucatan Peninsula 
and islands in the Caribbean, despite 
the formidable barrier of the Yucatan 
Channel (Wilson et al. 1998: 351). Most 
water craft in Classic Maya imagery had 
flattened prow and stern with space 
for at least two standing people, one 


Figure 9.2. Maya backpack (Ks451, copyright on either end of the dugout canoe 


Justin Kerr). 


(e.g., Hammond 198 1b). They resem- 


bled the pirogue boat used in traditional 
Louisiana and parts of West Africa, even the punts of England. The inland Maya 


who created images of these boats were mostly familiar with river craft that 
could be beached easily or poled up shallow bodies of water. Dugouts served 
the Maya well, in that navigators probably preferred sheltered waters and day- 
long paddles from station to station along the shore; in all likelihood they 
rested at night (Edwards 1978: 207-8). 

If one can trust site distribution maps from areas subject to geomorphological 
distortions, the number of coastal settlements in Belize increased from about 
AD 600 to goo (McKillop 1989: 4). Sites to the north, such as Chunyaxche 
in Quintana Roo, Mexico, had elevated causeways and artificial canals leading 
to lagoons (Witschey 1988: 115; Romero 1998: 13). Although most of these 
settlements reached their full extension in the Postclassic period, there are 
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Figure 9.3. Classic Maya canoes: (a) manatee bone, Moho Cay, Belize, ca. 16 cm 
long (after Hammond 1981, fig. 7); (b) fired clay, Jaina, Campeche, Mexico, ca. 27 cm 
long (after photograph by Stephen Houston); and (c) on beaten gold disk, Chichen 
Itza, Yucatan, Mexico, Terminal Classic period (after Lothrop 1952, fig. 35). 


suggestions of networks in which ports — namely, islands and coastal settlements 
(Canbalam, Campeche; Isla Cerritos, Yucatan) — were linked to communities 
about twenty kilometers inland or more (Chunchucmil, Campeche; Chichen 
Itza, Yucatan; Andrews 1990: 160; Dahlin et al. 1998: 12). In most cases, 
however, the coastal and island settlements principally served the needs of 
smaller inland catchments, with islands in the Belizean barrier reef and beyond 
mostly operating as small-scale fishing and conching stations (E. Graham 1994: 
330). A few islands, such as Jaina, Isla Piedras, and Isla Uaymil, received visitors 
who never left (Pifia Chan 1968; Andrews 1990: 163). They functioned as 
probable necropoli, a logical resting place for a people who saw the west as a 
place where the Sun God and a canoe-transported Maize God, a primordial and 
exemplary human being, entered the dark and watery voids of the underworld. 
Hieroglyphic links tie objects from the Jaina necropolis with dynasties from 
sites inland, such as Xcalumkin, Campeche. 

A third point to be made about the Maya economy is that Classic cen- 
ters apparently lacked large storage facilities for food and other commodities. 
Without efficient systems of transportation, the need for storage facilities was 
limited, although bulk valuables such as cacao and textiles might have been 
stored in palaces. There is more than a suspicion that such rooms varied in 
function according to the wishes of occupants: that is, they were not dedicated 
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to a single, clear function but instead served as flexible spaces — this is pre- 
cisely what makes them difficult for archaeologists to interpret. Most visitors 
to Classic cities soon notice the apparent inability of the Maya to engineer 
large covered areas of permanent form — the most capacious palace is still 
more a warren of angled corridors and narrow chambers than a cavernous 
Inka qollqa or similar storehouse (Protzen 1993: 134-5). At Aguateca, only one 
palace room of modest size was used as a sealed storage room when the royal 
family evacuated the center (Inomata et al. 2001). The lack of obvious storage 
buildings also implies that Classic Maya society did not have a large number 
of bureaucrats or merchants dedicated to the redistribution of goods. This is 
countered only by the evidence from especially large sites such as Calakmul, 
Campeche, a regional capital with a tightly integrated palace complex (Martin 
2001: 175-6). 

The Classic Maya economy should thus be viewed as a heterogeneous sys- 
tem that incorporated various modes of production and exchange. This very 
complexity means that most Maya economic activities remain opaque. A sig- 
nificant part of exchange took place among multiple agents of production and 
consumption, including single individuals, households, and other small groups. 
In this arrangement, Maya polities and smaller local groups within them prob- 
ably retained a relatively high level of self-sufficiency, except for such materials 
as obsidian and volcanic rock. Another important feature of the Classic Maya 
economy is that most craftspeople and merchants did not constitute distinct 
social groups. Potentially, many of them were at once courtiers and carvers, 
warriors and painters, farmers and potters, or fishers and knappers. To judge 
from colonial evidence in Yucatan, identities did not result from oe Teles 
association with particular activities. Labels attached to certain people merely 
reflected practices and products — “knowledgeable” or “informed doing” or 
“shaping,” as expressed in the Yukatek terms men and pat, respectively — rather 
than any intrinsic, invariant identity of the maker (Clark and Houston 1996: 
34, 42; Roys 1972: 46). Gendered activities most likely reflected those con- 
nected to tribute, intensive investments of labor, and tasks that involved “labor 
swaps and work bees” (Clark and Houston 1996: 38). The diffused nature 
of economic activities is indeed remarkable in comparison with such com- 
plex societies as ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, both of which had distinct 
occupational classes (Algaze 2001: 35-6). To find artisans and merchants. then 
we need to navigate various layers and sectors of Maya society. To o 
stand them, we have to examine how their identities and roles as craftspeople 
and traders articulated with their social lives as, among other kines, court 
officials, agriculturalists, and family members. The production, exchange, 
and consumption of various goods were not economic activities motivated 
solely by material needs. They were social actions through which individu- 
als and groups forged or transformed mutual ties and systems of wealth 
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CREATING CULTURAL AND AESTHETIC IDEALS 
AT THE ROYAL COURT 


In a pioneering work, Michael Coe (1977) suggested that Classic Maya scribes 
were also “artists,” a term that is nonetheless outfitted with occidental mean- 
ing, as, for many of us, an “artist” has the connotation of dashing temperament 
and experimental individuality. In fact, Maya scribes can be better understood 
as craftspeople, admittedly ones of high social rank, who produced codices, 
painted ceramics, stone monuments, and various types of valuables. They took 
common materials — fig-tree bark, clay, pigment, limestone — and transformed 
them into objects of high value that were cherished as heirlooms, portraiture 
or, more precisely, embodiments of people, and articles of social exchange 
by royal families. Coe also noted that such scribes or artists were elites. Vari- 
ous studies now indicate that the most refined art objects were produced by 
important members of the royal court. 


Elite Scribe-Artists 


Some scribe-artists left their signatures on their masterworks. A delicately 
painted polychrome vase, for example, carries the name of Aj Maxam as 
the painter, and minutely carved and detailed stelae from Piedras Negras are 
incised with up to eight signatures of the carvers (Fig. 9.4; M. Coe 1973). 
These scribal signatures attest to the high visibility of these individuals and 
to the construction of new forms of personal identity in which labor input 
rather than mere possession began to play a more prominent role. The scribe 
was usually described as aj-tz’ib, literally meaning “he of the painting”: for 
the Maya, woj referred to the glyphs themselves, but most of these signs were 
almost certainly painted on surfaces before they were carved (D. Stuart 1989). 
David Stuart (1987) has shown that scribes used the title of itz’aat, which can 
be translated as “sage,” along with the rarer term of miyaatz. As the creators 
and possessors of esoteric knowledge, scribes were highly revered in Classic 
Maya society. It is likely that those who created vital images were perceived 
not only as clever artificers but as specialists who endowed objects with life. 
At once “admirable and dangerous,” they were figures who could combine 
image making with theurgy, or the invocation of gods (Kris and Kurz 1979: 
79, 90). One painted vessel uniquely displays what may be a gendered tableau 
of Promethean gifts to newly emerged humans (Fig. 9.5; M. Coe 1978, pl. 16). 
A man and woman, the former dressed with traveling by wearing a broad- 
brimmed hat — a common convention in Maya art — issue from a hole in 
the ground at the base of a world tree. A simian god associated with painted 
text and another with numbers offer their gifts to the man, as mediated by an 
elderly creator god, while an equally aged creator goddess appears to offer a 
stylized hearth or incense burner to the woman (Houston 2001: 337). 
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Figure 9.4. Sculptor’s signatures, selection from Piedras Negras Stela 12 (D. Stuart and 
I. Graham 2003, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 9, Part 1: 63, reproduced 
courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 


Depictions of scribes facing codices with a paint brush and a shell ink pot in 
their hands are relatively common themes in ceramic painting. The character- 
istic attire of these scribes include net, spangled, and white cloth headdresses. 
In some cases, sticks that appear to be quills are stuck in the headgear, for 
ready paring or shaving to suitable widths. Other elements are almost cer- 
tainly brushes, perhaps also of diverse width and softness (see the section titled 
The Work of Elite Scribe-Artists). Curiously, these costumes were not limited 
to the individuals conducting the scribal work of writing and painting but 
were worn also by those engaged in political and diplomatic interactions at 
court. Michael Coe (M. Coe and Kerr 1997: 91-7) argues that these courtiers 
were indeed scribes, who were also responsible for administrative, ceremonial, 
and diplomatic tasks. According to this hypothesis, many individuals in such 
paintings would have been scribes, including a few women. Nonetheless, the 
uniform in question might have been used by various types of court officials, 
including those who did not write or paint. In addition, some of the supposed 
scribal titles, especially aj-k’uhuun, are not securely deciphered and may refer 
to the concept of those who guard or keep precious goods (see Chapter 6; 
S. Jackson and D. Stuart 2001: 224). 
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Figure 9.5. Offerings of scribal skill to human pair emerging from stone cavity; scribal 
deities to upper left (drawing by Stephen Houston after M. Coe 1978, pl. 16). 


Archaeology has also provided critical evidence of scribal work and its social 
setting, particularly through the excavation of possible “houses of writing” 
(tz’ibal-naah). A well-known example is Group 9N-8 of Copan, excavated by 
William Sanders, David Webster, and William Fash (Webster 1989). This was 
one of the largest and most elaborate residential compounds in the Copan 
Valley during the Classic period, and the presence of rich tombs dating to 
the Middle Preclassic period beneath the Classic-period constructions hints 
at the old roots and high prestige of the family who occupied this place (see 
Chapter 3). The most extensive and capacious of the more than fifty buildings 
in this compound was Structure 9N-82, which the excavators labeled the 
“House of the Bacab.” At the last stage of elite occupation, around AD 800, 
it was an imposing vaulted building with a central bench recording the high 
status of the presumed occupant, Mak’an Kanal, who enjoyed a close relation, 
as aj-k’uhuun, with the sixteenth ruler of Copan, Yax Pahsaj Chan Yopaat. 
(In the main, such relationships were vested between two people rather than 
two offices, thus, one could continue in such a status after the death of the 
ruler, as shown by another throne at Copan, from Group 9M-18, which refers 
to just this kind of posthumous relationship.) The facade of the House of 
the Bacab was adorned with stone sculptures, and those flanking the central 
doorway were figures of scribes holding shell ink pots. Structure gN-81, on the 
western side of the House of the Bacab, contained several pieces of ballgame 
paraphernalia. The scribe and courtier who presided over Group 9N-8 may 
have sponsored young ball players, or he may sometimes have exerted himself 
in the ballcourt. 

A tantalizing piece of evidence comes from a smaller nearby group, 9M-22. 
Karl Taube (personal communication, 1998) has noted that a carving on 


Figure 9.6. Sculptor’s hand with double-hafted 
carving tool from Structure 195 in Group 9M-22, 
Copan, Honduras, Late Classic period (photo- 
graph by Karl Taube). 
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Structure 195 of this compound shows 
distinctive sculpting tools, apparently 
hafted rodent or peccary incisors, 
which may have marked this building as 
the house of a carver (Fig. 9.6). More- 
over, a midden with numerous marine 
shell ornaments and shell production 
debris was found in front of Tem- 
ple 16, the tallest pyramid in the cen- 
tral precinct of Copan. The analysis of 
obsidian and chalcedony tools by Kazuo 
Aoyama (1995) found use-wear con- 
sistent with shell working. Shell orna- 
ments were probably made in the elite 
core of this center, although the iden- 
tity of the artisans remains unclear. 
Even more vivid images of the 
lives of Classic Maya scribe-artists have 
emerged through excavations in the 
rapidly abandoned elite residential area 
at the center of Aguateca (Inomata 
et al. 2002; Inomata and Stiver 1998). 
Most of the buildings excavated in this 


area were elite residences, where people prepared their food, ate, slept, and 
presumably held meetings with other courtiers (see Chapter 5). Around the 
front bench of the center room of Structure M8~4, the “House of Mirrors,” 
excavators found one stone pestle and seven stone mortars, each of which fits 
nicely in one hand (Fig. 9.7). These finely polished implementswere probably 


Figure 9.7. Artist tools from Structure M8—4, Aguateca, Guatemala, late ninth century 
AD (photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 
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used for the preparation of pigments. 
Along with twelve to fourteen un- 
worked river clams found in the area, 
which may have served as ink pots, the 
tools suggest that a scribe worked on 
this bench. A remarkable find came 
from the south room of this struc- 
ture. There, Daniela Triadan and her 
assistants painstakingly unearthed an 
alabaster ornament depicting an image 
of the Jester God, or sak-hu’nal, a sym- 
bol of rulership, together with eleven 
or twelve square plaques of the same 
material (Fig. 5.7). They were proba- 
bly tied to a strip of cloth and formed 
a royal diadem. For the Classic Maya, 
the forehead represented a crucial seat 
of identity, so the diadem was more 
than a crown — it projected an essen- 
tial attribute of the lord. Next to 
the alabaster ornament were numerous 
pieces of pyrite mosaic mirrors, rect- 
angular pyrite artifacts reworked from 
mosaic pieces, and pyrite in the pro- 
cess of being reshaped. By recycling 
mosaic pieces, an artisan or artisans may 
have been making a headdress or other 
ceremonial gear with inlays, perhaps as 
part of a refurbished Jester God dia- 
dem (Inomata et al. 2002). Interestingly, 
Stela 19 of Aguateca, recently discov- 
ered in the Main Plaza by the Aguateca 
Archaeological Project, as well as Stela 
7 from the same site, depicts Ruler 5, 
Tahn Te’ K’inich — possibly the last 
king of this center — wearing a Jester 
God headband with a series of square 
plaques (Fig. 9.8). The depictions of the 
Jester God on the stelae are identical to 
the excavated piece, so the excavated 
alabaster ornament was very likely the 
same object. If so, the artist who lived 


Figure 9.8. Aguateca Stela 19, AD 778 (photo- 
graph by Takeshi Inomata). 


The Classic Maya 


in the House of Mirrors was responsible for maintaining royal regalia, creating 
new costumes ensembles, or repairing old ones for the king. In this case, it was 
for a ceremony that, because of the violent collapse of Aguateca, never took 
place. Hints from a bench excavated recently in Temple XIX, Palenque, sug- 
gest that nonroyal elites had the privilege of guarding, storing, and presenting 
regalia (D. Stuart 2005, figs. 85, 87). Not far away, at Bonampak, Chiapas, a 
favored motif on inscribed and sculpted panels is the offering of the Jester God, 
with headband, to the ruler by an assembly of nobles (see Chapter 5, Fig. 5.6). 
No one like Archbishop of Canterbury invested the king, nor did a Napoleon 
seize the imperial crown: rather, the images emphasize the heightened, even 
central role of retainers in Late Classic acts of accession. 

Structure M8—8 of Aguateca was named the “House of Axes” because of 
two concentrations of polished greenstone axes — five in front the north room 
and eleven in the north addition. Although polished stone axes are commonly 
found in other residences of Aguateca, this number is particularly high. The 
axes of Structure M8—8 came in various sizes, and one was chisel-like in 
shape. They appear to have been the tool kit of a carver. Use-wear analysis by 
Kazuo Aoyama (2007) indicates that these axes were used for carving stone, 
making it probable that a resident of the House of Axes was a stela carver. 
Nonetheless, stelae may well have been carved in situ after the blank was 
transported from a quarry to its eventual place of display. Relatively few stela 
sites have been carefully excavated or examined for signs of debris left by 
carvers, a problem compounded by the fact that the Maya are known to have 
shifted stela from their original locations. One monument from the site of 
Machaquila, Guatemala, states that thirty-five days after the dedication of a 
stela, “his image sees” (ila ubaal), implying that this amount of time was needed 
to sculpt a stela blank (or “preform” in technical jargon) into a fully realized, 
ritually activated image (David Stuart, personal communication, 1995). 

Structure M8—10, the “House of the Scribe” at Aguateca, contained even 
clearer evidence of scribal activities. The central and north rooms of this 
building housed eight stone mortars and six stone pestles for pigment prepa- 
ration, along with four halved conches and eleven unworked river clams 
that may have been used as ink pots. The north room also contained a 
shell ornament carved with a hieroglyphic text, which record 
name and the Aguateca emblem glyph, followed by the scribal or consulta- 
tive title itz’aat (a comparable sequence of titles in connection occurs with 


the name of a ruler at Tonina, Chiapas; see Fig. 9.9a). The othe 
the shell shows the profile of a scribe wearing a he 


ed a personal 


r side of 


, i address with a possi- 
ble paint brush. This carved shell indicates that a resident of the House 


of the Scribe was indeed a scribe who either posse 
carved the hieroglyphic text on the ornament for his p 
contained various other carved bones and shells, 


ssed the itz’aat title or 
atron. The building also 


: including a shell ornament 
showing the face of monkey, which may represent a deity linked primordially 
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Figure 9.9. Shell artifacts from Structure M8-10, Aguateca, late ninth century AD: 
(a) image of scribe with text on reverse referring to heir as “wise person,” itz’aat 
(drawing by Fernando Luin); and (b) image of monkey (photographs by Takeshi 
Inomata). 


with scribes (Fig. 9.9b). The presence of refuse of cut bones and shells in a 
dense midden found next to the structure suggests that some of these orna- 
ments were made by the residents of the House of the Scribe (Emery and 
Aoyama 2007). 

These epigraphic, iconographic, and archaeological data are consistent. They 
show that some of the skilled scribe-artists were, because of their physical 
proximity to the royal palace and elegant setting, among the highest-ranking 
of courtiers. As suggested by the Aguateca emblem glyph on the shell ornament 
from the House of the Scribe, some scribes might have belonged to the royal 
family. The House of Mirrors of Aguateca also contained carved bones incised 
with the Aguateca emblem glyph. From this, it seems possible that many 
Classic Maya elites practiced scribal and artistic production, along with service 
as administrators and royal counselors (Inomata 20014). It is also possible that 
some rulers engaged in scribal activities — or at least were purported to do so. 
Under Temple 1 of Tikal, excavators found the richly accoutered Burial 116, 
which housed the remains of the so-called “Ruler A,” Jasaw Chan K’awiil. 
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Among numerous jade ornaments, carved bones, and polychrome ceramics 
was a ceramic paint container in the form of a halved shell and a carved 
bone depicting a scribe’s hand holding a brush. At Copan, the body of a 
high-status personage, either a ruler or his close relative, was placed in Burial 
XXXVII-4 under Temple 26, one of the most extravagantly stocked tombs 
to be uncovered at this center (W. Fash 1991: 106-1). Ten small pots with 
pigments and a Copador polychrome depicting a profile with a net headdress 
point to the identity of the entombed personage as a scribe. 

Most elite scribe-artists recorded in hieroglyphic texts and ceramic paintings 
appear to have been males. We should remember, however, that a colonial 
Aztec document, the Codex Telleriano Remensis, displays a possible female 
scribe in the employ of a ruler. This piece of evidence raises the question 
of whether there were female scribes in Classic Maya society. Closs (1992) 
argues that a hieroglyphic text on a polychrome bowl records the name of a 
female scribe. In the text, a female name, which may be read roughly as “Lady 
Writing-Sky,” is followed by the aj-tz’ib (scribe) glyph. However, there are 
two problems with Closs’s reading. First, the text is difficult to parse, with 
the possibility that the aj-tz’ib refers not to the female but another personage. 
Second, the spelling of the female name appears to contain a hand holding a 
brush, but the position of the hand differs from that used in the common scribal 
glyph. This glyphic element may indicate not the scribal role or status of the 
female but an attribute of the word that follows, “sky.” Michael Coe (M. Coe 
and Kerr 1997: 89-110) notes that some female scribe-artists are rendered in 
ceramic paintings. These women wear what appears to be a bundle of short 
sticks, which Coe interprets as pens and markers of scribes. Yet, there are no 
known depictions of females engaged directly in scribal activities. Although 
depictions of women wearing a probable bundle of pens present an intriguing 
possibility, their identity as scribes — and thus as courtiers of a particular 
kind — needs to be examined further. Elsewhere in the ancient world, female 
literacy tended to be dramatically lower than that of males (W. Harris 1989: 
329; Houston 1994: 42). 


The Work of Elite Scribe-Artists 


Finely wrought objects expressed a highly sophisticated knowledge of writing, 
history, religion, mathematics, the calendar, and astronomy. The scribe-artists 
who created such objects undoubtedly went through a long period of training. 
A vase painting that depicts apprentices learning from master scribes hints at 
the rigor of such apprenticeships (Fig. 9.10), the novices in rapt attention. 
the masters stern and hortatory. Scribe-artists were the “intellectuals” of Maya 
society, that is, they had the leisure to absorb and extend esoteric expertise. The 
detailed observations of linguistic forms in the script suggests a near-modern 
understanding of morphemics, and astronomical records point to a level of 
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Figure 9.10. Instruction of supernatural scribes by an elderly god (K1196, Kimbell 
Art Museum, Fort Worth, AP 2004.04, copyright Justin Kerr). 


precision equal to that of much later European scientists (Bricker et al. 2001: 
2110). This also means that, once scribe-artists mastered such arcane knowl- 
edge, they could apply it to various media (Inomata 2007b). The floor assem- 
blages from the House of Mirrors and the House of the Scribe of Aguateca 
indicate that scribe-artists engaged in a variety of related work. A scribe who 
painted codices on one occasion may have carved shell ornaments on another — 
this by itself would have led to the cross-media consistency in iconography 
that is so clearly evident in Classic imagery. Hieroglyphs carved on stone mon- 
uments and shell ornaments show fluid calligraphic qualities rooted in painted 
media, perhaps, as noted before, because this was part of the carving process, 
or at least its planning and layout. 

The elite residences of Aguateca also contained numerous musical instru- 
ments, such as ceramic drums and flutes. This pattern recalls 1 Batz and 1 
Chowen in the K’ichee’ Maya epic, Popol Vuh: they were flautists, singers, 
writers, carvers, and jewelers — cunning and dextrous, gifted in all manner 
of courtly accomplishments. Yet, the same epic casts doubt on the wisdom 
of such creatures, with more than a hint of their indolence and decadence. 
Popol Vuh in general conveys a generalized moral ambivalence about self- 
aggrandizers, just as the story of Wukub Kaqix in the same book describes in 
exemplary form the downfall of overmighty and egoistic kings (Christenson 
2000: $8—9, 93-4). For the Classic Maya, as for their descendants, cleverness 
may have been viewed in a conflicted or even unsympathetic light. Artisanal 
or courtly skills could create objects of wonder and envy but also unsettle and 
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destabilize, a novelty representing a marvel that could trigger anxiety about 
practices without precedent. Despite scribe-artists’ ability to work in multiple 
media, we must acknowledge some division of labor among them — not all 
could reproduce in full the expertise of monkey gods, 1 Batz and 1 Chowen. 
Stone monuments of Piedras Negras are inscribed with signatures of carvers 
with various titles. Such titles imply a division of tasks, as well as hierarchical 
relations among them, one being described as the “head carver,” probably the 
master of an atelier (Houston 2000; Martin and Grube 2008: 153). In addi- 
tion, depictions of two supernatural scribes on a ceramic vase — one holding 
codices and the other with numbers on vegetation sprouting from his sides — 
may reflect the idealized division of labor among scribes specialized in glyphic 
writing and those in accounting or mathematical calculation (see the section 
titled Why Did Elites Become Scribe-Artists?; Houston 2000, fig. 2). 

Archaeological and iconographic evidence afford a glimpse of the instru- 
ments and techniques that the scribe-artists used. As seen in the assemblages 
from Aguateca, they prepared pigments using stone dishes and pestles made 
of volcanic rock, sand stone, limestone, chert, and obsidian. Different textures 
of these stones may have reflected varying types of paints, some grittier than 
others. Pigments of hematite and mercury are often recovered archaeologi- 
cally. The Maya artists probably used other mineral pigments as well, includ- 
ing manganese for black, limonite for orange and yellow, and copper-based 
minerals for green. Also used were organic paints, such as black carbon and 
blue indigo processed from plants. Some of these pigments required inten- 
sive labor for preparation, which may have been carried out by apprentices, 
assistants, or specialized workers rather than by master artists, a pattern that 
strongly recalls Italian painting of the fourteenth century AD. Paper was made 
from pressed bark strips, pounded in alternating layers by stone bark beaters 
striated with numerous parallel grooves. Some of this paper almost certainly 
went into headdresses and clothing or sacrificial offerings. 

Dorie Reents-Budet (1994: 38-41) points out that Maya scribe-artists used 
at least three kinds of painting implements. One type ofimplement looks much 
like a Chinese calligraphy brush with fine hair bristles attached to a hollow 
shaft. The second kind consists of a larger flexible brush, which may have been 
consisted of plant fibers. These brushes probably allowed artists to paint a long, 
wide line in one stroke. A third type appears to have had a rigid end, rather like 
a stylus. Michael Coe (M. Coe and Kerr 1998: 148-9) argues that these were 
quill pens shaped from feathers. In some cases Maya scribes held these brushes 
with the thumb and forefinger as in European and Far Eastern traditions, 
but in others they placed their painting implements between the forefinger 
and middle finger. In either case they held up the fourth and fifth fingers 
elegantly, so as not to smear painted surfaces and to communicate a sense of 
exquisite, measured movement. As seen in the House of Axes of Aguateca, 
Maya sculptors used many kinds of axes for carving stone monuments. Details 
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Figure 9.11. Sculptor at work, Emiliano Zapata Panel 1, AD 702 (D. Stuart 1990). 


of sculptures were probably made with finer carving tools applied in muscular, 
wedging motions. The Emiliano Zapata Tablet depicts a stone sculptor using 
an implement that on two ends has pointed pieces resembling claws or peccary 
tusks (Fig. 9.11; D. Stuart 1990). The Codex Vindobonensis from the Mixtec 
area of Mexico also shows similar carving tools, in which an agile carver could 
switch quickly between chisels of different width or hardness. It is unclear 
whether these tools consisted of hafted animal claws or tusks, or whether they 
were made of stone. Two pointed chert artifacts resembling claws or tusks 
found at Aguateca may have been used for this purpose. Artists also used 
various types of stones tools — obsidian blades, chert knives, and chert flakes — 
for carving shell, bone, and wood, along with sundry kinds of grit for polishing. 
The shaping of harder woods, such as the chicozapote (Manilkara zapota), which 
found its way into most surviving Maya lintels, would have involved almost 
unimaginable amounts of labor, close to that invested in polishing a greenstone 
adze but over a far wider expanse and with meticulous attention to glyphic 
and iconographic details. 

The detection of production sites of elaborate polychrome ceramics is more 
difficult. It is likely that at least the firing of pots, with attendant smoke 
and noxious smells, took place somewhere away from elite residences: kilns 
are inherently difficult to find, in part because most were destroyed after a 
single firing (Prudence Rice, personal communication, 2001). Nonetheless, 
excavations in the elite core of Motul de San José, Guatemala, by Antonia 
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Foias have uncovered a secondary deposit of numerous fragments of misfired 
painted ceramics: this implies that they were fired somewhere relatively close to 
the central precinct (Foias 1999). On most other occasions, elite scribe-artists 
worked in their own residences or possibly in other palace-type buildings, as 
archaeological evidence from Aguateca suggests. The creation of art objects was 
usually a small-scale endeavor organized at the level of households or relatively 
small groups of masters and apprentices. Aside from exceptional circumstances, 
their archaeological signatures would be faint (Inomata and Triadan 2000). 


Why Did Elites Become Scribe-Artists? 


Elite scribe-artists of Classic Maya society differ in role and identity from 
scribes and artists in the Near Eastern and European traditions. Michelan- 
gelo and Leonardo, as well as scribes of Pharaonic Egypt, were respected 
figures in their societies, but they did not belong to the core elite who com- 
manded political institutions and associated power structures. In most cases, 
controlling elites in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Europe chose to sponsor master 
artists rather than apply their own hands to aesthetic creation. The European 
custom of sending second or third sons to monasteries or clerical vocations 
served to remove potential competitors from the sphere of power and to 
avoid the division of economic assets. In any case, most of these clerical elites 
did not spend their days in the scriptorium. Probably there were comparable 
practices among the Classic Maya, but we should reiterate that some accom- 
plished scribe-artists remained at the crux of decision making in the Maya 
court. 

Some terms thought to be of broad utility do not easily apply to Maya 
elite artists, one being “attached specialists,” a label that gained wide popular- 
ity among archaeologists in the 1990s. According to Elizabeth Brumfiel and 
Timothy Earle (1987) and Cathy Costin (1991), attached specialists dedicate 
themselves to craft production under the patronage and command of politi- 
cal elites or governmental institutions. In contrast, “independent specialists” 
produced craft goods at their own initiative for a generalized market. Court 
artists of historic Europe may have been good examples of attached special- 
ists, and it is the rare royal personage who created works of art, such as the 
lathe-turning King Christian IV of Denmark or the painting Prince Eugene 
of Sweden — both thought to be eccentric in their lifetimes. Maya elite ÄR 
devised objects for the ruler or other patrons, but on other occasions the 
same artists produced objects at their own will for their own use or for gift 
exchange. The more precise concept of attached production, then, applies only 
to specific acts of production, not to certain groups of people (Clark 1995; 
Inomata 2001b). In this sense, Maya elite artists engaged in both alied 
and independent production, the practice rather than the person being the dis- 


tinguishing feature, just as, for example, homosexual acts failed to designate 
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someone as fixedly homosexual (Houston et al. 2006: 210). Moreover, elite 
artisans were not powerless craftspeople attached to their masters but active 
players competing in court and polity. 

Why did Maya elites invest their energy and time in the production of art 
objects rather than delegate such activities to others? Scholars have emphasized 
the role of craft production in imposing and spreading dominant ideologies 
through time, space, and social groups by the process of materializing abstract 
notions in conspicuous and portable forms (Costin 1991: 12-13; DeMarrais 
et al. 1996). According to Baines and Yoffee (1998: 235), the production and 
consumption of aesthetic items by craft work form an important component 
of the high culture maintained and used by the elite — it is a behavior that 
further sets them apart. From this, elites assemble “cultural capital,” a Marxian 
concept devised by Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) that joins shadings of prestige 
with a notion of stored wealth. Although crafted objects can help sustain and 
communicate ideologies, the act of craft production itself carries ideological 
meaning. Mary Helms (1993) argues that, in many traditional societies, artisans 
draw not only on technical skills but supernatural or magical powers, a point 
made long before by Kris and Kurz in art historical studies from pre-World 
War II Vienna (1979). It may not be a coincidence that many Classic Maya 
sculptors were named after the axe-wielding Rain God, Chahk. According to 
Helms, rulers are, in a sense, skilled “craftspeople,” creating cities, temples, and 
roads. In centralized and hierarchical polities, the separation of rulers and court 
artisans may originate in noncentralized antecedents, the expertise of master 
artisans contributing to his political success as well. Classic Maya society may 
have had relatively undeveloped divisions between political leaders and court 
artisans. Nonetheless, the Classic period provides little to no hieroglyphic 
evidence that the rulers took direct credit for building cities, temples, and 
roads. Supervision may have been acknowledged, but not outright agency (see 
Chapter 5). Elite engagement in craft production can also be seen in Hawaiian 
chiefdoms and among Northwest Coast groups of North America (Linnekin 
1990: 232-7). Even in the more developed states of historic China and Japan, 
calligraphy was held to be the sine qua non of elite polish. Elite artists are also 
attested among other Mesoamerican groups such as the Aztecs and Mixtecs 
(D. Stuart 1989b). 

The depiction of gods engaged in carving, painting, and scribal work is a 
common theme in Classic Maya imagery, which attests to the close connection 
between craft production and supernatural force. Reents-Budet (1998) further 
argues that the work of Maya artists is a metaphor for the act of the creator 
gods, who crafted the universe and human beings, as recounted in Popol Vuh. 
Unfortunately, there is little unequivocal evidence for this metaphor during 
the Classic period, when creator deities appear instead to have been aged and 
connected with acts of childbirth, emergence, and world destruction (Taube 
1994: 658) — like demiurges elsewhere, they were less prominent than other 
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gods. Even the act of “creation” is less-clearly mentioned than some scholars 
would argue (cf. Freidel et al. 1993). 

Still, ritually “killed” ceramic vessels and other craft products, which are 
often found in archaeological contexts, imply that objects could be literally 
and magically disabled by fire, breakage, and perforation. According to Bishop 
Landa, wood carvers in contact-period Yucatan went through various ritu- 
als and prohibitions before making sculptures (Tozzer 1941: 159-60). For the 
pre-Columbian Maya, craft production was not simply an economic endeavor 
but an act freighted with ritual and supernatural invocation. Other groups in 
Mesoamerica shared similar concepts that linked skilled crafting with supernat- 
ural faculties. The Codex Vindobonensis of the Mixtecs depicts gods carving 
the world tree from which a human being emerges. For the Aztecs, the Toltecs 
represented the most highly skilled artisans, and Aztec rulers tried to enhance 
their legitimacy by claiming descent from the Toltecs (Chimalpahin 1965: 62). 
During the early colonial period, Bishop Landa wrote that the founder of the 
powerful Chel family attracted a large population because of learning acquired 
from his father-in-law, who was a high priest of Mayapan (Tozzer 1941: 40). 
The exclusivity of knowledge and the selective use of secrecy are worth noting 
here. The very ostentation of learning implies that such abilities were not held 
by all, nor were they to be widely shared. By the same token, rooms in temple 
summits or remote recesses of palaces contained that which was sensed, prized, 
even revered, but not seen. 


WEAVING IDENTITIES AND PRESTIGE 


Although most elite scribe-artists may have been males, elite females were 
also producers of valued objects, principally textiles. These organic materials 
rarely endure for very long in tropical conditions, but their depictions in 
ceramic paintings and stone carvings attest to their beauty and high degree of 
technical perfection. Many garments were decorated with intricate, colorful 
patterns, some of them reminiscent of modern Maya textiles (Fig. 9.12). Royal 
and noble women sometimes dressed in see-through wraps flung over their 
clothes: the nakedness of women in Maya art, particularly below the waist, 
suggests eroticism or, in men, humiliated or bestial status. Clothing was clearly 
seen as having a humanizing influence, and its removal was thus debasing or 
suggestive of immorality. In this, women’s work played a “civilizing” role as the 
Maya would have understood this concept. The importance of textiles in the 
Classic political economy is suggested by frequent illustrations of these materials 
in tribute and gift-exchange scenes. In colonial and modern times, textiles 
were produced exclusively by females until the introduction of foot looms. 
This pattern of textile production may be traced back to the Classic period 
and beyond. Some figurines dating to Classic period depict females weaving 
with back strap looms (Schele and M. Miller 1986, pl. 51). At Aguateca, 
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Figure 9.12. Woman’s clothing, a ceramic vessel from Mundo Perdido, Tikal, 
Guatemala, early ninth century AD (K2695, copyright Justin Kerr). 


the distribution of spindle whorls was closely associated with the area of 
food storage and preparation, whereas in the central room and other areas, 
where males engaged in scribal work and courtly deliberation, the number of 
spindle whorls was significantly smaller. This evidence may point to gendered 
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divisions of space and labor in elite households: males engaged primarily in 
scribal tasks, along with painting and carving, females responsible mainly for 
food preparation and textile production (Inomata 2008). 

Rosemary Joyce (1993: 261) has suggested that Classic Maya monuments 
that depict females holding cloth bundles reflect the association of females 
with textile production as an ideal norm, thus underscoring their contribu- 
tions to Maya political economy. As a general point, this is clearly the case. Yet, 
we have insufficient evidence to determine whether textiles were woven and 
embellished exclusively by females or whether a small number of males also 
participated. Homosexual men in present-day Santiago Atitlan, Guatemala, 
are known to embroider clothing of the highest quality, although their distinct 
status may be the exception that proves the rule; in other highland groups 
men may weave but only with distinctive fibers (Pancake 1992: 81). Ceramic 
paintings typically show offerings of textiles between males, hinting that these 
female products were in some cases appropriated by males who usually took 
front stage in courtly displays (Houston and D. Stuart 2001: 64-6). As for bun- 
dles, recent ethnographic evidence from Santiago Atitlán likens some bundles 
to wombs and rites of midwifery (Christenson 2001: 122). One unwrapped 
bundle in the iconography of Classic-period Palenque (Tablet of Temple XIV) 
shows an effigy of the K’awiil deity offered by a woman who is possibly dressed 
as the Moon Goddess. Nevertheless, the role of sacred bundles in Maya art 
is oversimplified by reducing such objects to mere emblems in a gendered 
political economy. Most stelae also seem to have been periodically “wrapped,” 
sometimes literally (D. Stuart 1996), and doubtless, as suggested by the tokens 
of authority in Postclassic Maya bundles, the objects so enveloped by cloth 
were as important as the wrapping itself (Christenson 2001: 31, 171; Las Casas 
1967 [1550], IL] .clxxx.2-8-222). 

There are no indications of centralized facilities for textile production on 
a large scale, unlike the Inka Empire, where women chosen for state service 
(aqllakuna) made textiles (Rowe 1979). Excavations of residential structures 
at Aguateca and Copan unearthed numerous spinning and Weaving tools, 
including spindle whorls, bone needles, and awls, which indicates that textile 
production was usually organized at the household level (Hendon 1997). This, 
however, does not mean that individual households — spatially restricted as most 
archaeologists, perhaps incorrectly, perceive them to be — were always distinct 
units of textile production. Bishop Landa noted that women in contact-period 
Yucatan often collaborated in weaving (Tozzer 1941: 127). It is likely that the 
Classic Maya also drew on networks of women whose activitie 
households. 


Spindle whorls typically had a hemispherical shape and were made of 
stone or ceramic with a hole in the center where a wooden stick might pass 
(Fig. 9.13). Many whorls could also have been made of perishable materials, 
such as wood and unbaked clay. Some of the worked, round, and perforated 
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Figure 9.13. Selection of Terminal Classic Maya spindle whorls, Tonina, Mexico, 
largest ca. 4 cm in diameter; feathered serpents above, to lower left, bird with inverted 
head of captive; to lower right, scene of capture in war (after Becquelin and Baudez 
1982, IH, fig. 234a, b, m, r). 


sherds — an artifact class common at Maya sites — might have served as spin- 
dle whorls. Other such sherds are not so well-rounded, nor are their holes 
always centered and straight; perhaps they served other functions, such as the 
weighting of fishing nets. The iconography of spindle whorls is largely unstud- 
ied, but examples from Tonina, Chiapas, are unexpected in their nondomestic 
imagery. Feathered serpents are common, as are birds with decapitated heads 
or warriors with captives (Becquelin and Baudez 1982: III, fig. 234). Could 
these images, as with the Aztec, have likened domestic labor to the rigors and 
rewards of battle (Burkhart 1992)? As is true today, Classic women might have 
used small ceramic or gourd bowls for their spinning, with the spindle partly 
inserted, to be whirled inside. These tools were highly portable, and spinning 
could be done almost any time, anywhere. As is true for modern Maya and 
other people living in traditional societies, Classic women might have spun in 


various places, at their convenience. 
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Most elaborate clothes for elites were probably made of cotton, but coarser 
agave fibers were also used. Some threads may have been worked in the 
natural cotton colors of white and brown; others were probably colored with 
various types of dyes, including indigo, cochineal, and tannin. Ephemeral 
blues are most likely to occur on figurines, perhaps as vague remembrances of 
Olmec-era jades or other heirlooms. Cochineal, or red dye taken from small 
insects that live on cactus, was an important industry of Guatemala during 
the nineteenth century. Archaeological evidence for such dyes, however, is 
virtually absent, and it is not clear whether threads were dyed by the same 
women who spun the threads. Certain processes of dying might have been 
carried out by more specialized workers. For example, until the early twentieth 
century the highland Maya imported yarns dyed with shell purple — the color 
also favored by Roman and Chinese emperors — from El Salvador and Costa 
Rica (Houston et al. 2009). 

Weaving with back-strap looms produced relatively narrow widths of cloth 
that needed to be sewn together. Evidence at Palenque for curtains inside and 
outside certain temples suggests that these displays involved prodigious amounts 
of labor, and that the textiles were necessarily repaired with some frequency 
because of exposure to the elements, or perhaps they were exhibited only on 
special festival days (Robertson 1991: 24). In direct comparison, royal wealth 
in early modern Europe was signaled not by portraiture but by wall hangings. 
In the 1640s, a painting by van Dyck could be bought for £100, a suite of 
tapestries for £8,000, a range of values reflecting a world, much like that 
of the Classic Maya, in which labor contributed greatly to perceived worth 
(Adamson 1999b: 106) — after all, painting involved a few hours’ application on 
thin canvas or wood, weaving many hundreds or more. Today, Maya women 
often weave on front porches or in patios where they have enough light, tying 
looms to posts or trees. The improvised and variable nature of this and other 
activities presents an inconvenience to archaeologists who wish for a rigid use 
of space, the better to interpret their excavations. The Classic Maya probably 
also worked on their textiles around their houses, as suggested by the presence 
of needles and awls in or near residential structures. Although the modern Maya 
use embroidery in some clothes, most designs are woven, as was probably the 
case for the Classic Maya. The production of robes with intricate designs, 
particularly of selvage, is highly labor intensive and time consuming, taking 
months to complete in the more elaborate examples. Classic Maya women 
might have collaborated in various stages of textile production, but each piece 
of textile was essentially the product of an individual weaver. Highly valued 
textiles were likely to have been sources of pride, prestige, and identity for 
weavers and cloth-workers. 

As depicted in painted pottery, regional styles of textiles have yet to be 
studied systematically, although there are some initial efforts in this direction 
(Taylor 1983, 1992). Today, highland Maya produce and wear clothes that 
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are distinctive to each municipality and closely associated with community 
identity (Holsbeke and Montoya 2003). But this may be a relatively recent 
phenomenon stimulated by the ready availability of yarns. In colonial times, 
clear distinctions in clothing existed between elites and nonelites rather than 
between communities, and some weaving activity may have been driven by 
Spanish tribute demands (Clark and Houston 1998: 38). Elites often used elab- 
orate textiles, whereas nonelites wore simple clothes of white or blue colors. 
Among the colonial Lakandon, nobles wore fine attire, whereas commoners’ 
clothes were made of bark fibers and coarse textiles. Until recently, bark-fiber 
clothes were also worn by the modern Lakandon. Similar patterns of use may 
apply to the Classic Maya. McAnany and Plank (2001: 96) note that spindle 
whorls were commonly associated with elite residences, whereas such objects 
are rare in nonelite structures, though it is still possible that some spindle 
whorls were made of perishable materials (see also Chase et al. 2008; Halperin 
2008). It appears that elaborate textiles were mainly produced by elite females 
rather than by lower-class workers. Houston and David Stuart (2001) report a 
set of looted weaving bones inscribed with a queen’s name — another is known 
from Dzibilchaltun, Yucatan (Karl Taube, personal communication, 1998) — 
suggesting that even a royal woman of the highest status could be a weaver, 
whether in truth or by normative expectation and claim is somewhat unclear. 
The problem with all such representations, whether textual or visual, is that we 
can access only that which was expected, not the real messiness of day-to-day 
life, work, and identity. For this reason, assertions about “gendered” crafts may 
be normatively or generally true but invalid in the case of certain women. 


OTHER PRODUCERS OF SUMPTUARY GOODS 


The foregoing discussion does not mean that all valued goods were made by 
elites. There were probably other types of court artisans who came from less 
honored groups. For example, in Group 9N-8 of Copan, where the House of 
the Bacab was located, Randolph Widmer excavated a relatively small building 
(Structure 110B) that appears to have collapsed in an earthquake. Sealed under 
the collapsed roof were tools, products, and debris related to the manufacturing 
of shell ornaments (Webster et al. 1993: 282-7). It is not clear whether artisans 
in this structure were kin of the person who occupied the House of the Bacab 
or whether they were of different affiliation. Either way, the artisans must have 
been less exalted socially than a master scribe. Unlike Copan and Aguateca, 
where certain shell ornaments were made in the central precincts, at Caracol 
evidence of shell working was found in the Mosquito Group one kilometer 
southeast of the monumental core. Diane and Arlen Chase (1992) suggest that 
these artisans formed an expanding “middle class” at this prosperous center. 
At Aguateca, excavations in a small structure (Structure M8-3) next to the 
House of Mirrors uncovered a ball of specular hematite, still sparkling with 
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brilliant red accents, and peculiarly long, flat limestone slabs, which might have 
been used for crafting activities (Fig. 9.14). The analysis of soil chemistry near 
this structure by Richard Terry and his team (Terry et al. 2004) also revealed 
high concentrations of iron and copper, probably related to the preparation 
and use of pigments. Given the location of this building next to the royal 
palace, whatever was made there was presumably for consumption by royalties 
and elites. The structure was poorly built, and its artifact assemblage lacked 
objects of high value. The artisans who worked in this structure were probably 
of lower status than the scribe-artists of the House of Mirrors, the House of 
Axes, and the House of the Scribe. 

Joseph Ball (1993) unearthed a unique deposit of reconstructible polychrome 
vessels in the palace complex of the relatively small center of Buenavista, Belize. 
The ceramics were apparently painted by the same artist and were deposited 
near the locus of production during the Late Classic period. Paintings on those 
vessels lack the finesse of master scribes. In addition, they were embellished 
with pseudo-glyphs, and the artist may not have had the knowledge of hiero- 
glyphic writing. It is unclear whether a royal personage or a noble painted 
these vessels or a lower-class artisan working under elite patronage. Censers 
and cache vessels, which were essential for some rituals but coarsely made 
on occasion, might also have been made by lower-class artisans. Inherently, 
censers represent a certain “democratization” or broader dispersion of ritual 
practices. Each represents a portable device for communicating with deities. 
The results of excavations at Group 4H-1, a relatively small residential group 
located one kilometer east of the monumental core of Tikal, has suggested 
to Marshall Becker (1971) that it was a production locus of censers, simple 
polychrome vessels, and figurines. From their study of ceramic pastes in and 
around Palenque, Robert Rands and Ronald Bishop (1980) 
censer supports and cache vessels were made in that center. 

Classic Maya figurines are at the nub of these discussions. They usually show 
a high degree of participation in “high culture,” including recondite under- 
standings of iconography. Yet, at some sites, such as Piedras Negras, figurines 
were produced in great quantities, often in combinations of freehand modeling 
and molded shapes, frequently slathered with blue pigment. The key in linking 
mass production with sophisticated imagery must be the molds, which could 
have been produced by comparatively few people yet were able to generate 
large numbers of artifacts. Similarly, Fine Orange ceramics from the Usumac- 
inta area between Mexico and Guatemala, although Terminal Classic in date, 
display a preat if formulaic, sophistication, at a time when graphic standards 
appear to opang at many sites (Adams 1971, fig. 67). However, there is 
something of a paradox at work here: logically, molded objects promoted stan- 
dardization at the same time that they circulate a deple 
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Figure 9.14. Grinding stones from Structure M8—3, Aguateca, Guatemala (photo- 
graph by Takeshi Inomata). 


It is conceivable that nonelite artisans carried out certain labor-intensive 
tasks in the production of elite objects. The production of jade may be a case 
in point. The Classic Maya used a wide variety of greenstone, including ser- 
pentine and albitite, which are commonly known by a generic and misleading 
label of “jade.” True jade, which consists mostly of the mineral jadeite, is quite 
resistant to scratching, measuring 6.5 to 7.0 on the Mohs scale. The area along 
the middle Motagua Valley is the only confirmed jade source in Mesoamerica 
(some few sources may lie in the lower portions of the valley [Zachary Hruby, 
personal communication, 2008]), and the archaeological site of Guaytan in 
this jade-bearing zone is known for its remains of jade workshops (Harlow 
1993; Walters 1982). Refuse from jade working shows that artisans cut the hard 
stone with strings and hard-mineral sand as an abrasive. With the help of sand 
and water, holes were made with wooden or bone drills. The manufacturing 
of jade ornaments obviously required long, hard work. Recent excavations 
directed by Arthur Demarest at Cancuen on the Pasión River discovered a 
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unique jade workshop outside the Motagua Valley, containing a jade boulder 
with cut marks and a large amount of production refuse. The building where 
this activity took place was near the royal palace compound but was of poor 
construction quality. It is probable that low-class artisans labored there under 
the supervision of elites. According to Brigette Kovacevich (2006, 2007), the 
workshop produced roughly cut pieces of jade, which may have been exported 
to other centers as blanks for jade ornament. Yet, there still remains the chance 
that elite scribe-artists were involved in the final stage of carving and polishing 
these jades, some of which show complex mythical themes and glyphic texts. 
This may have been equally true of stelae, which would have been finished by 
highly trained experts but quarried by relatively unskilled laborers, as in the 
limestone pit near Santa Amelia, Guatemala (Fig. 9.15; Beekman 1992). 


EXCHANGE OF VALUED GOODS 


Valued Craft Goods 


Because of intensive labor and the need for unique knowledge, objects such 
as these were made in limited quantity, and their distribution was dispropor- 
tionately among the elite. These goods probably changed hands through three 
modes of exchange: direct delivery to patrons from producers; tribute; and 
gift exchange. The three are largely overlapping modes in the sense that con- 
ceptual or behavioral distinctions between them might not have been cut and 
dried. Yet, in the first two, goods were usually transferred from individuals and 
groups of lower-status to higher-status ones, whereas the third mode involved 
people of varying differences in status. An important point is that most of 
the highly valued craft goods were probably not exchanged in the general 
market. Their exchange did not occur in simple economic transactions but in 
socially significant acts that led to the creation, confirmation, and negotiation 
of relations among the parties involved. 

Delivery from producers to their patrons was often the first episode of 
exchange, to be followed by others kinds of transmission. Objects with the 
names of the owners on them were almost certainly commissioned b jecte 
patrons, as in the large number of vessels linked to a particular ruler a ne aera 
and other, nearly contemporary ones from Tikal, mostly in the be ae f 
the seventh century AD. Producers were probably compensated ie L 
economic means but also by strengthened political ties with patrons nies 
status at court, and a suffusion of prestige. Scenes of tribute A 
gift exchange are rendered in many paintings on ceramics D a sae 
These kinds of exchange might have taken place on the eee T eS 
subordinates, meetings between political allies, royal audiences ay a“ 
various individuals and groups, again underscoring the eel setti ata h 
actions. Whereas submission of tribute was primarily a political a a 
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Figure 9.15. Quarry near the Rio Santa Amelia, Guatemala, Late Classic period 
(redrawn from Beekman 1992, fig. 2). 


obligations of subordinates to superiors, gift exchange might have involved a 
broader range of motivations and relationships between givers and recipients. 

Some objects inscribed with owner's names were probably bestowed as gifts. 
For example, Burial 30 of Dos Pilas, possibly the tomb of Ruler 2, “Itzamnaaj” 
K’awiil, contained an elaborate plate with the name of a ruler from the so- 
called “Ik, site” (Demarest et al. 1991); a bowl with the name of an early Late 
Classic ruler from Naranjo was excavated in a tomb from the outskirts of Tikal; 
and many other such objects are known, each with an enigmatic biography that 
must be fleshed out on a case-by-case basis. Such objects probably represent 
what Annette Weiner (1992) called “inalienable possessions,” that is, when 
goods changed hands, they were still owned at least in part by their original 
holders. The objects were hubs around which social values, identities, and 
historical knowledge were created and negotiated. As Marcel Mauss (1954: 
10) noted, the gifted object is in a sense an extension of a “person.” To give 
something away is to give a part of oneself. Likewise, the display of such objects 
was a statement of the holders’ status, power, networks, and identities. Some 
of these objects, like the Olmec jade ornaments kept by the Classic Maya or 
traded into Costa Rica, were passed down as heirlooms across the generations 
or might have represented the results of Classic-period excavations in earlier 
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Valuables from a Distance 


The Classic Maya placed great value on certain materials from distant places. 
They did so because the materials were rare, unique, or carried certain notions 
that are being teased out by scholars. There is strong iconographic evidence that 
an important deity, God L, was linked to trading in parts of Campeche and 
Yucatan, Mexico. He wore a broad-brimmed hat to evade the remorseless 
tropical sun, carried a walking staff and a trade bundle, and sometimes punted 
along in a trading canoe, as in the Dresden Codex (Taube 1992a: 81, fig. 40: 
see also Chapter 7; M. Miller and Martin 2004: 58-62). He is even depicted 
in the Late Classic murals of Cacaxtla, Puebla, Mexico, and parts of Veracruz. 
clearly a deity whose very nature as a trading god led to his broad dispersion 
in Mesoamerican iconography. The probable region of Tamoanchan, referred 
to in Mexican sources as the general area of Chiapas and Tabasco, might even 
include elements of his name (Taube 1992a: 85). The uncertainty of the trading 
life was underscored by a mythological narrative of trickster rabbits stealing 
God L’ clothing, distinctive headdress, and trading bundle (Taube 1992a, 
fig. 43). Merchants without political protection must have walked warily. 

Most of the Maya lowlands consisted of relatively flat limestone forinad ong, 
and their occupants had to rely on long-distance trade for certain minerals and 
other natural products. These goods included obsidian from the Guatemalan 
highlands, jade from the Motagua Valley, quetzal feathers from the northern 
Guatemalan highlands, marine shells from the Pacific and Atlantic, and igneous 
rock from the Maya mountains and the highlands. The Classic Maya also traded 
various craft goods over long distances. As mentioned before, they had to carry 
most of these objects on human backs, a costly endeavor. The Aztec Empire 
had a class of long-distance traders called pochteca, but at the time of the Spanish 
contact the ruling elite of the Maya themselves engaged in long-distance trade 
(Berdan et al. 2003: 103). In the Classic period, the precise identity of traders 
is uncertain, yet a number of valuable materials, including jade and Spondylus 
shells, were most likely controlled or dominated by elites. 

The exchange system of obsidian has been a subject of intensive study 
because it 7 ubiquitous at archaeological sites and can be securely iced 
back to a smite ser of sources. A significant percentage of obsidian in the 
Classic period originated from the sources of El Chayal and Ixtepeque in 
nah rica eisai but a small amount also came from San 

artin Jilotepeque and Tajumu ae 
Pachuca penis central ieee ae ta ee n a — 

; i s small quantities during the 
Early Classic period, probably through a connection with Teotihuacan (Spence 
1996). Like ether Teotihuacan-related goods, the value of green obsidian was 
more symbolic than economic, involving a hue closely associated with other 
precious exotics, jade and quetzal feathers. A large portion of El Ch 
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cores almost ready for the detachment of fine prismatic blades (P. Rice 1987: 
80). This was probably a more practical way of transporting obsidian on human 
backs than as bundles of fragile and sharp blades. Most green obsidian from 
central Mexico, however, was imported to the Maya area in the form of 
finished artifacts (Moholy-Nagy and Nelson 1990: 77). 

Elites generally used a larger number of obsidian tools than nonelites, prob- 
ably reflecting their control of trade in these items, although Prudence Rice 
(1987) observes that during the Late Classic period obsidian became more 
accessible to nonelites than in Early Classic times. Particularly important data 
were gleaned from the La Entrada region in western Honduras, which was 
located between the high-quality Ixtepeque obsidian source and the low- 
quality San Luis source. Analysis by Aoyama (1999: 145; Inomata and Aoyama 
1996) demonstrates that the ratio of Ixtepeque obsidian to San Luis material 
dropped off sharply between the regional centers of Los Higos and Roncador. 
This distribution probably reflects the political boundary of the two centers 
and suggests that the distribution of Ixtepeque obsidian was politically con- 
trolled. Aoyama (1999: 181-95) also reports that, after the dynastic collapse at 
Copan at the end of the Late Classic period, the procurement and distribution 
of Ixtepeque obsidian macrocores at this settlement broke down. Unlike the 
Classic-period obsidian assemblage dominated by prismatic blades, Early Post- 
classic obsidian artifacts consisted mainly of percussion flakes made from small 
obsidian cobbles or scavenged polyhedral cores and macroblades. This drastic 
change in obsidian procurement suggests that during the Classic period the 
distribution of obsidian was administered by elites. At Piedras Negras, Zachary 
Hruby (2006: 325) also found it likely that a relatively small amount of obsidian 
was imported through the involvement of the ruling elite. 

Fine paste ceramics were produced mainly along the Usumacinta drainage 
and were widely traded in the Maya lowlands and beyond from the Late Classic 
through the Early Postclassic periods (Bishop and Rands 1982; Foias and Bishop 
1997; Forsyth 2005). Their mechanisms of production and exchange continue 
to be a vexing problem. At Piedras Negras, the presence of certain fine ceramics 
may have been dictated by political stability or lack thereof. Chablekal Fine 
Gray flowed along the Usumacinta drainage when the local dynasty was intact, 
Fine Orange ceramics when the dynasty fractured (Houston et al. 2001). Given 
the quantity of Fine Orange pottery at Yaxchilan, the historical antagonist and 
ultimate conqueror of Piedras Negras, the late appearance of Fine Orange at 
Piedras Negras may signal domination by an ancient enemy. Alternatively, this 
shift may reflect a change in broader exchange networks when Fine Orange 
was introduced at many other centers around the same time. 

Another important material from the Guatemalan highlands and the Maya 
mountains was igneous rock for polished axes and grinding stones (Rathje 
1972). The lowland Maya also used locally available materials, such as chert for 
axes and limestone, sandstone, and quartzite for grinding stones, but igneous 
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rock had unique qualities of hardness and strength. The transport of heavy 
grinding stones was particularly costly, and these artifacts were likely to have 
been highly valued. Inland inhabitants of the Maya area imported salt, which 
was a vital nutrient in the hot, tropical climate. With their abundant sunlight, 
northwestern and northern coasts of the Yucatan Peninsula were particularly 
suited for salt production through solar evaporation and the controlled heating 
of sea water. Remains of sea salt exploitation have been found at such sites as 
Emal, El Cuyo, Celestun, and Xcambo (Andrews and Mock 2002). The large 
centers of Dzibilchaltun and Chunchucmil near the northwestern Yucatan 
coast, located in an agriculturally marginal zone, might have controlled some 
part of the salt trade. Salt production was also conducted on the Belizean coast 
(McKillop 2002, 2005) and from the inland salt deposit of Salinas de los Nueve 
Cerros on the southern edge of the lowlands (Dillon 1977). 

Some objects were traded over long distances for their symbolic and ide- 
ological value. The dredging of the Cenote of Sacrifice at Chichen Itza, 
for example, uncovered a jade ornament in the Cotzumalhuapa style of the 
Guatemalan Pacific Coast (Proskouriakoff 1974, pl. 78b). It is not clear whether 
this object was brought to Chichen Itza through a series of gift exchanges, 
by direct contact between distant centers, by pilgrimage, or through military 
campaigns to foreign lands. A small quantity of crafted goods was brought 
from Teotihuacan in central Mexico during the Early Classic period. These 
include cylinder vases with slab-shaped tripod supports and the Thin Orange 
Ware produced in Puebla, Mexico, and used widely at Teotihuacan (Rattray 
2000). Whether these items were brought by migrations of Teotihuacanos or 
were imported through the initiative of the local Maya elites is nearly impos- 


sible to sort out. At the least, they represent a prestigious, symbolically laden 
connection with a distant and great metropolis. 


PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION OF UTILITARIAN GOODS 


Ceramics 


The Classic Maya, both elites and nonelites, used numerous ceramic ves- 
sels, including large jars for the storage of food and water, medium-sized jars 
for carrying liquids and cooking, and bowls for cooking and sae maize 
(Fig. 9.16). Most of these vessels were simple in design, with decorations largely 
limited to red or black slips, striation, simple incisions, or bands of aoe 
impressions. Partly because of the lack of decorations and partly vee of 
fragmented and eroded states in which they are found archaeologically. we 
tend to underestimate the skills and efforts of potters who made liee Eve 
Building large jars measuring nearly one meter in height with eye 
thick walls, however, required significant practice and effort. When recon- 
structed, plain and striated jars show a certain austere elegance, sometimes 
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Figure 9.16. Array of vessels from late ninth-century Aguateca, Guatemala (photo- 
graphs by Takeshi Inomata). 


off-set by impressed designs that accentuated the break between the body of 
the vessel and its neck (Fig. 9.16). The styles of such utilitarian vessels as jars 
and bowls varied from one region to another, but they were fairly uniform 
within each area. This is an important observation, for it indicates that elites 
who occupied the ceremonial centers and others who lived in peripheries 
used similar kinds of vessels for storage and cooking. Many nonelites also 
had relatively simple polychrome plates and vases, and it is by now widely 
understood by Mayanists that such bright coloration on ceramics does not 
automatically indicate an elite occupation. Rather, the most conspicuous dif- 
ference between elite and nonelite ceramic assemblages is in highly elaborate 
polychrome vessels painted by master artists, especially those who recorded 
nongeneric, historically specific scenes of courtly life. 

Today, Maya potters usually fire their pots in open areas without kilns. 
Such practices would leave little evidence of ceramic production sites for 
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archaeologists to find. Our knowledge of ceramic firing locations, and thus of 
those producing utilitarian vessels, is extremely limited. Important data have 
come from work by Andrés Ciudad Ruiz (2000) in the small community 
of Agua Tibia near Totonicapan in the Guatemalan highlands, Excavations 
revealed an open kiln for ceramics next to a small residential structure dating 
to the Late Classic period. The kiln measured 4.23 meters in length. 0.50 
meters in width, and 0.5 to 0.8 meters in height, as defined by walls of pumice 
stones and clay. Potters fired vessels of common local types, including bowls 
and other neckless vessels. Probably they had to obtain large jars and comales 
that exceeded these dimensions from yet other potters. Another example 
comes from excavations at K’axob, Belize, directed by Patricia McAnany. 
Researchers identified pit features dug into limestone bedrock, holes most 
likely used as pottery firing kilns during the Late Classic period (Lopez Varela 
et al. 2001). The potter at K’axob used sherds of various shapes for scraping. 
smoothing, and incising unfired ceramics (Lopez Varela et al. 2002). It is still 
unclear whether these kilns are rare exceptions and the Maya potters generally 
preferred open firing. One influence on the scarcity of kilns may be the 
calcite temper commonly used in ceramics of the Maya lowlands. Although 
closed kilns achieve high firing temperature, calcite particles expand at high 
temperature, causing ceramics to spall or break (Shepard 1956). 

Most information on ceramic production and exchange still derives from the 
study of ceramic paste types and their distribution. At Palenque, important evi- 
dence came from studies by Robert Rands and Ronald Bishop (1980; Bishop 
and Rands 1982), as supplemented by information obtained by Robert Fry 
for Tikal (1979; 1980). At Palenque most Late Classic utilitarian vessels appear 
to have been made in the Sierra and Plains zones up to twenty kilometers 
north of the site core. At Tikal, vessels of micaceous pastes th 
along the northern survey transect may have been produce 
kilometers north of the ceremonial center. Review 
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such as jars and serving vessels. The potters of Agua Tibia | 
specialized in certain forms. However, Joseph B 
ceramic-producing communities were not so specialized in specific vessels 
forms. De pi ens disagreement, the lack of large-scale or highly concentrated 
production facilities hints to most scholars that, like the modern Ma a, Classic- 
period potters made vessels on a part-time basis in their r sidential ee tens 
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often through kinship and other preexisting social ties without much elite 
interference. 

Ceramics are a pyrotechnology that transforms one material, clay, into 
another. There is little evidence that the Classic Maya had much familiarity 
with another pyrotechnology, that of metalworking. Throughout the Classic 
period, metal was highly exotic, and tended to occur because of contact with 
Central America and, to a lesser extent, western Mesoamerica (Bray 1977: 
397). The Maya collected liquid mercury, stable at room temperature, but 
probably did not have much experience with high-temperature technologies 


(Pendergast 1982). 


Stone Tools 


The Classic Maya, who did not use metal tools, made various implements 
necessary for their lives by chipping and grinding naturally occurring stones 
(see Chapter 4, Fig. 4.13). Important stone artifacts include chipped obsidian 
tools, chipped chert tools, polished stone axes, and grinding stones. Obsidian 
imported as macrocores or polyhedral cores was worked into blades or other 
cutting tools at many lowland settlements (see the section titled Valuables 
from a Distance). The prismatic blade technique was the most efficient way 
of producing large numbers of cutting tools from valuable imported stones. 
Experimental studies by Sheets and Muto (1972) and by Clark (1986) suggest 
that a knapper could have produced 100 to 150 blades from one core in 
roughly two hours. Although the amount of obsidian consumption varied 
from one region to another, blades taken from one core might have equated 
to a one-year supply for five to thirty families of about five people. Such 
blades were multipurpose tools for various craft activities, food preparation, 
and bloodletting. A set of blades excavated by Mark Child (2006) at Piedras 
Negras even suggests that some were used in sweatbaths to remove dirt and 
sloughed skin. Long, complete blades recovered from the central rooms of elite 
residences at Aguateca did not bear observable use-wear and may have been 
used in blood-letting rituals (Aoyama 2007). 

The identity of obsidian workers remains enigmatic, not least because obsid- 
ian is sharp and dangerous, making it desirable to remove debris periodically 
from production sites. Although exhausted polyhedral cores occur in various 
contexts, they might have been recycled and traded after blades were removed. 
Secondary deposits of obsidian debitage in high concentrations have been 
found in the central precincts of such centers as Copan and Tikal, which may 
indicate that obsidian knappers worked in nearby areas (Aoyama 1999: 109, 
161; Moholy-Nagy 1997). The scale of such production, however, was rela- 
tively small, and Aoyama (1999: 203) concludes that, at Copan, there was no 
evidence of obsidian blade production centrally controlled by elites, despite 
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his suggestion of elite administration of obsidian procurement. At the same 
time, it is necessary to pay attention to the enormous quantity of obsidian 
debitage in the construction fills above tombs and in caches at various cen- 
ters, including Tikal, Uaxactun, Rio Azul, Caracol, Altun Ha, Lamanai, Dos 
Pilas, and Altar de Sacrificios. Hattula Moholy-Nagy (1997) estimates that the 
number of obsidian pieces from these contexts at Tikal was roughly 252,000, 
which makes up 96 percent of the total number of obsidian artifacts excavated 
at the site. This high concentration of obsidian debitage in elite ritual contexts 
implies that elites had at least a certain level of control over the knappers who 
produced a significant part of the obsidian tools used at Tikal (Moholy-Nagy 
1997: 308). These deposits also indicate that the production of obsidian tools 
was, at some point in its cycle, a ritual process as well. At Piedras Negras, 
Zachary Hruby (2007) has discovered that the knappers who made flamboyant 
eccentrics for deposits in caches also worked other shapes. The large number 
of obsidian pieces in these centers does not necessarily show that full-time 
specialists made obsidian tools at specialized facilities. Given the efficiency of 
blade production, a relatively small number of knappers working part-time 
could supply enough tools for the entire community (Aoyama 2001: 353). 

The evidence for chert tool production is, by contrast, ubiquitous. Chert 
nodules found naturally in limestone formations were available in many parts 
of the Maya lowlands. It appears that in many parts of the Maya lowlands 
chert was procured locally (Aldenderfer et al. 1989; Ford and Olson 1989). 
Relatively abundant chert was used mostly for core and flake tools, which 
did not require the level of technical training necessary for the production of 
obsidian blades. In addition, the damaged edges of these tools could be, and, 
indeed, had to be resharpened through further knapping by their users. Thus, 
most Classic Maya, elites and nonelites, were familiar with a certain level of 
chert knapping. Hruby’s study (2006: 267) at Piedras Negras tends to confirm 
that chert tools were produced at numerous households. 

Nonetheless, specialized production of chert tools did exist. A celebrated 
example of intensive production of chert tools is the small center of Colha, 
located on sources of high-quality chert in northern Belize. Remains of chert- 
tool production Wer found throughout the site. Mounds consisting almost 
one earn ap to a meters in thickness, reflecting an 
e roduction 
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the production center. Other remains of chert workshops have been found 
in El Pedernal near Rio Azul and Becan. Daniel Potter (1993) contends that 
Chichen Itza, which did not have local chert outcrops, imported chert tools 
from the small center of Xkichmook or other settlements in the Puuc region. 

The presence of secondary deposits of chert debitage in the monumental 
cores at Copan and Tikal indicates that a certain level of specialized chert-tool 
production was carried out in the central sectors of these centers. According 
to Moholy-Nagy (1997), the amount of chert debris in caches and above 
tombs of Tikal is roughly 122,000, which corresponds to 73 percent of the 
total number of excavated pieces of chert. Although this concentration is not 
as high as that of obsidian, it is still a significant quantity. It is probable that 
some portion of chert-tool production took place under the supervision of 
elites. Moholy-Nagy believes that the construction of monumental structures 
required a large quantity of stone tools. To guarantee that supply, central 
authorities needed, perhaps, to support specialists. In addition, producers of 
chert eccentrics, closely linked to elite ritual, most likely had close associations 
with the royal family (Hruby 2006: 332). 


BETWEEN PRACTICES AND AGENTS 


In a book that examines people, this chapter on craftspeople and traders has 
focused to a large and perhaps distressing extent on the residue left behind, 
and far less on the people themselves. For elite artisans, particularly scribes and 
sculptors, the problem is less acute, but for nonelites deeply so. Practices are 
visible but the likelihood is strong that a single person learned several skills as 
part ofa diverse approach to survival: the potter might have woven, the obsidian 
knapper carved wood and stone — presumably, but not certainly, according to 
gender norms. Traders must have existed, but little is known of them for the 
reason that, in most places, they might have operated at the margins of dynastic 
societies, Motivation, notions of value, and the organization of labor all remain 
opaque for us and, for the ancient Maya, fluid. The pivotal observation here is 
that the behaviors discussed above cannot be separated from other dimensions 
of human life and from what made such life meaningful and productive during 


the Classic period. 
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CHAPTER 10 


END OF AN ERA 


THE MAYA COLLAPSE 


Around the ninth century AD, numerous Maya centers in the southern low- 
lands ceased to erect stone monuments and suffered substantial, often catas- 
trophic declines in population. This phenomenon, called the “Classic Mava 
collapse,” has long fascinated scholars and the general public (Demarest et al. 
2004; Webster 2002; and, most recently, Diamond 2005). The 
question remains, how did the Maya live through this time 
manage to endure to the present? 
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HISTORY OF DEBATE 


Past Theories 


Most arguments about the Maya collapse focus on scenarios that involve nat- 
ural catastrophes, such as disease or earthquakes, or on ecological problems, 
social causes, or even some hybrid of these explanations (Sabloff 1973b; Sharer 
1977). Ecological models have been perhaps the most influenti i 
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others asserted that this increase imposed a heavy burden on the agricultural 
system. Demarest (1997) has responded by citing data from the Petexbatun 
region to show little evidence for ecological stress, underscoring the necessity 
of understanding the collapse on an area-by-area basis. Moreover, in address- 
ing ecological models, researchers need to ask why pronounced population 
growth occurred in the Classic period and why the Classic Maya failed to 
overcome this problem. 

Another school of thought focuses on social problems behind the collapse. 
One influential theory, developed by Thompson (1954), suggests that the 
increasing burden of tribute levied by elites led to peasant revolts against their 
oppressors. In similar vein, Kidder (in A. Smith 1950: I-12) and Altschuler 
(1958) emphasized the internal weakness of Maya society, which comprised, 
they claimed, a class system churned and undone by Marxian pressures between 
classes. Nonetheless, recent developments in archaeology and epigraphy under- 
mine Thompson’s two-class society model of Maya society (Chapters 6 and 
8). Most scholars perceive more complex forms of sociopolitical organization, 
including kings and various types of elites and other social groups, not all 
working in concert or class solidarity. In a more sophisticated version of the 
“class-conflict” theory, some archaeologists have gone on to propose that com- 
petition among elites itself triggered the collapse. At Copan, William Fash and 
David Stuart (1990) have argued that the power of nobles increased towards 
the end of the Late Classic period, destabilizing royal authority; this new set of 
conditions expressed itself as carved inscriptions in noble residences, involving 
skills formerly monopolized by kings. To Fash, the shift further resulted in an 
assertion of partial autonomy by nobles to the eventual detriment of central- 
ized kingdoms. Increasing competition among elites also marks the Usumacinta 
region, which witnessed an increase in subsidiary titles during the Late Classic 
period (Chapter 6; D. Stuart 1993). The surge in multiple centers of power 
thus appears to have had a strong impact on society. But, at the same time, 
any ancient polity will show tensions between kings and nobles and conflicts 
between various sectors of society. The question continues to be, how did such 
pressures play a role in the unique conditions associated with the Maya collapse? 

Yet another argument for the collapse emphasizes the influence of Maya 
concepts of time and cosmos. In a particularly extreme example, Dennis Pule- 
ston (1979) proposed that the Maya notion of cyclical history directly affected 
the course of social change. The Classic Maya collapse corresponded roughly to 
the end of an important bak’tun (pil) cycle, so that the Maya were quite simply 
“ready” to unravel socially, predisposed to collapse by their fatalistic under- 
standing of the calendar. More recently, Prudence Rice (2004) has offered a 
variant of this model by proposing that the Maya rotated seats of authority 
among various cities according to the 2 56-year-cycle ritual calendar. For her, 
political change during the Terminal Classic was connected to the transfer of 
such a seat from Tikal to other centers. The proposal merits discussion, but, 
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unfortunately, there is little evidence in the inscriptions that the Maya paid 
attention to such a cycle. Had it been so crucial the Maya would presumably 
have mentioned it in their inscriptions. 

Another set of explanations addresses problems originating outside the Maya 
area, although these external-cause theories depend to a certain degree on inter- 
play with internal forces (Sabloff 1973b: 39). One such model focuses on foreign 
invasion. Excavators of Altar de Sacrificios and Ceibal suggested that centers 
along the Pasión River in Guatemala were invaded by Mexicanized Maya or a 
non-Maya group, and that these intrusions disrupted Classic Maya society and 
economy (Fig. 10.1; Sabloff 1973a; Willey 1973). Later, however, Willey and 
Shimkin (1973) modified this proposal, asserting that invasion was a result ra- 
ther than a cause of the collapse. With reason, others, too, have questioned the 
actual evidence for foreigners in the Pasión region (D. Stuart 1993). At present, 
many scholars dismiss foreign invasion as a primary cause of the collapse, but 
such movements cannot be ruled out entirely, especially in the northern part 
of the Yucatan Peninsula (see Section titled “Rise and Fall in the North”). 

According to some archaeologists, possible external problems included 
disruptions or changes in interregional patterns of trade. William Rathje 
(1971, 1973) has argued that competition between the central Peten core area 
and its surrounding buffer zones was crucial to the collapse. As the power of 
the buffer zone grew, the core area was cut off from vital resources supplied 
by the highlands. Malcolm Webb (1973) and David Freidel (198s5a) have 
postulated that the Terminal Classic was a time of change from Mecca 
political systems to more secular ones, as well as a period that experienced 
N o of trade. The southern lowland Maya, who could not make 
this change, were outflanked by more successful ri 
there are strong indications ae such Beane ee falas 

eas political restructuring 
occurred throughout Mesoamerica, it is not clear how changes in trade 
patterns could so severely affect the southern region, where the economy 
was largely undergirded by local agricultural production. Nonetheless, many 
researchers believe that these diverse theories are complementary. Willey and 
ae Nees aes cae z a promising course of inquiry is one 
of ex 
have been too complex to : aa : pins are 
y one model (Webster 2002). 


Revistons 


Many such theories were proposed in the 1970s and 1980s. Although archaeol- 
ogists have continued to tackle the issue of the Maya collapse any clear answers 


to what happened, or when and how they occurred, remain as elusive as they 


were three decades ago. Except for proposals invoking warfare and climate 
change (Demarest 1997; Gill 2000), current discussions have concentrated pri- 


marily on critiques of previous assumptions and models not on completely 
? 
novel approaches. F 
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A theory emphasizing the destructive effect of warfare is one of the few 
models to provide a fresh view. Early Maya scholars believed that the Classic 
Maya were largely peaceful, yet evidence of intense conflict began to accu- 
mulate from the 1940s on, with the discovery of the Bonampak murals and 
their view of a bloody battle and its aftermath (M. Miller 1986: 8—9). Like any 
society with centralized polities, the Classic Maya experienced numerous wars. 
some of which affected decisively the course of their history. One of the first 
theories to emphasize war came from Cowgill (1979), who claimed that esca- 
lated militarism led to population growth and environmental overexploitation, 
followed soon thereafter by collapse. More recently, Arthur Demarest and his 
team (Demarest et al. 1997) have documented intense conflicts in the Petex- 
batun region of Guatemala towards the end of the Classic period. These results 
led Demarest (1997) to argue that destructive warfare was the primary cause of 
the Maya collapse. He further suggested that the intensification of warfare at 
the end of the Classic period came not from ecological degradation but from 
social factors, namely, heightened rivalry among elite groups, as aggravated 
by an increase in elite population from the widespread practice of poly 
Many anthropologists, however, view warfare as dynamic, resulting at times 
in destruction but also in the development of social inequality, the formation 
of the state, and the political unification of large areas. The issue here is how. 
in this area, at that time, warfare contributed to political disintegration rather 
than expansion and consolidation. In addition, virtually all cases of societal 
collapse, including those of Rome and various Chinese dynasties, involved 
intense warfare. War tends usually to be a symptom of social de 
primary cause. 

A more recent trend in the study of the Maya collapse is to highlight 
changes in climate. The Maya region is subject to se ’ 
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In a key piece of evidence David Hodell and his colleagues (Hodell et al. 
1995, 2001) examined core samples taken from Lake Chichancanab in Yucatan. 
Lake water is nearly saturated with gypsum, and under dry conditions this 
mineral precipitates at higher rates. Hodell and his group detected high con- 
centrations of gypsum in sediments dating to the period between AD 800 
and 1000, an observation that suggests a period of prolonged drought. The 
researchers also examined ratios of stable isotopes of oxygen, "O and '°O, in 
snail shells. Because the '*O/'*O ratio in a shell reflects that of lake water, 
and because water molecules containing lighter '°O evaporate at a higher rate, 
the relative abundance of "O indicates less rain and greater evaporation. The 
analysis of oxygen isotopes of cores taken from Lake Chichancanab and Lake 
Punta Laguna, located near the center of Coba in Quintana Roo, corroborates 
the gypsum data, pointing to dry climate during the Terminal Classic period 
(Curtis et al. 1996). 

Another crucial set of data comes from the Cariaco Basin in northern 
Venezuela (Haug et al. 2003). The basin may belong to the same climatic zone 
as the Maya region, in that both lie directly under the ITCZ during summer 
months. Researchers analyzed titanium concentrations in various cores 
extracted from the sea. For the most part, titanium is carried to the sea by 
ground water, with the result that lower concentrations of this element suggest 
reduced precipitation in the watershed. What makes these data unique is their 
chronological resolution. The cores obtained from the basin do not exhibit 
any signs of disturbance by living organisms because of its anoxic condition. 
Deposits appear as horizontal layers, each of which reflects annual fluctuations 
in ground water flowing into the basin. With a nearly bimonthy resolution, 
the data point to multiyear drought events that began in about AD 760, 810, 
860, and 910, respectively. Nonetheless, a note of caution: the absolute dating 
of the layers derives from radiocarbon analysis of organic materials, meaning 
that dates are still subject to radiometric dating errors, which could easily 
exceed fifty years. 

Maya scholars need to take seriously these compelling data on climatic 
change. Nowhere do global and regional climates remain stable over cen- 
turies, and the Maya most likely experienced a series of climatic changes over 
millennia, including severe droughts. Yet whether such droughts caused the 
Maya collapse must be understood as a separate question. We still need to 
evaluate whether the droughts correspond in time to the decline of centers 
and whether there is any causal relation between those events. Some disquiet 
arises from the lack of unequivocal evidence for droughts in the southern 
lowlands. The analysis of cores samples obtained from Lake Peten Itza (Curtis 
et al. 1998), Lake Salpeten in central Peten (Rosenmeier et al. 2002), and 
Lake Tamarindito in the Petexbatun region (Dunning et al. 1997) did not 
show clear indication of droughts at the end of the Classic period. A potential 
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explanation for this pattern is that the southern lowlands underwent large-scale 
deforestation during the Late Classic period, resulting in an increased amount 
of water flow into these lakes. This human-induced change might have coun- 
teracted the effects of droughts on the chemistry of lake water — if, indeed. 
such droughts even took place to begin with (Brenner et al. 2002: 150). 

A more serious problem comes from political and demographic trends in the 
Maya region, which appear to contradict the climatic data. The Classic Maya 
collapse is represented mainly by the decline of multiple centers in the south- 
ern lowlands. In contrast, the northern lowlands, particularly the Puuc region 
and the major center of Chichen Itza, exhibited vigorous construction activity 
and political expansion, all accompanied by population growth. The northern 
lowlands are substantially drier than the south, and may have been more sus- 
ceptible to droughts. Richardson Gill (2000: 247-1) accounts for this disparity 
by highlighting the role of different sources of water in various regions. In the 
northern lowlands, underground fresh water, located relatively close to the sur- 
face, is accessible in many places through natural cenotes, which provide reliable 
year-round sources of drinking water. In the southern lowlands, by contrast, 
underground water may be more than one hundred meters deep, inaccessible 
in most places. Many centers had to rely on artificial reservoirs that collected 
rain water during the wet season. In prolonged droughts, reservoirs would not 
have contained enough water. The drawback of this explanation, however, is 
that the centers located along the Usumacinta-Pasi6n drainage, such as Piedras 
Negras and Yaxchilan, showed particularly severe and early symptoms of the 
collapse. Gill’s suggestion that the Usumacinta River dried up at the height of 
drought is farfetched. Moreover, most Puuc centers, unlike their neighbors to 
the north and northeast, lacked cenotes and relied solely on rain water stored 
in chultun chambers, yet they still enjoyed prosperity during alleged periods of 
drought. Thus, although studies of climatic changes offer important data, their 
social implications are far from resolved. 

Beside such models, an important development in the study of the Maya 
collapse is one of philosophy. Scholars place less emphasis on a search for the 


ultimate causes than on the very nature of social change. Although earlier stud- 


ies viewed the collapse as a society-wide process, later studies revealed evidence 


of large regional variation in patterns of political change and depopulation 
For example, various parts of Belize and Yucatan maintained baal i 
tlements during the Terminal and Postclassic periods. Even in the southern 
lowlands, where many elements of elite culture disappeared, a considerable 
inventory of utilitarian vessels and other nonelite artifacts Beri dnwathioat 
significant stylistic or functional change. This evidence has add some 
scholars that earlier theories reflect an ethnocentric, elitist view t 
large buildings and royal imagery over more modest tokens ofc 
perity or survival (D. Chase and A. Chase 2004). Some schola 
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suggest that the degree of hardship, misery, or other negative implications of 
social change may have been exaggerated and that the very term “collapse” is 
inappropriate (Marcus 1993; P. Rice 2004: 151). 

There is an emerging recognition that, even for a period of such drastic 
social change, human experience and behavior should be our target. Social 
changes are ultimately the expression of human action and inaction. In this 
respect, even the theory emphasizing climatic change is insufficient: instead of 
assuming a mechanistic relation between droughts and social collapse, scholars 
should analyze the vulnerability of society to climatic change and how the 
Maya dealt with, or failed to deal with, such natural disasters. Further, it may 
be naive to believe that societies are inherently stable until upset by drastic 
events. The Maya, like any other society, struggled constantly with changing 
natural and social environments. 

The following sections focus more on the question of how, rather than why, 
Maya society changed, paying attention to specific local histories in various 
regions. The picture that emerges, however, is not a random mosaic of unre- 
lated regional patterning. Without question, there were sweeping changes over 
a wide area, devastating for many Maya, from elites to nonelites. Underneath 
such changes were diverse courses of action that helped the Maya cope with 
social upheaval or heightened its destabilizing effects. 


THE ABANDONMENT OF AGUATECA 


Aguateca provides a well-documented example of social changes among Maya 
at the end of the Classic period. Its abandonment, induced by warfare, was 
more drastic than the processes observed at many other sites (Inomata 2003b). 
The first clear sign of a problem emerged around AD 761. Aguateca was then 
4 twin capital of Dos Pilas, both ruled by a strong, expansive dynasty. Its king, 
K’awiil Chan K’inich or “Ruler 4,” was known for a series of successful war 
campaigns but ceased to erect monuments after this date. His fate is unclear, 
but inscriptions at the nearby center of Tamarindito suggest that he may have 
been defeated in battle or at least went into exile (Houston 1993: 117). Elite 
residents abandoned Dos Pilas yet remained at Aguateca, where the next king, 
Tahn Te’ K’inich or “Ruler 5,” continued to dedicate stone monuments. 
s subjects chose Aguateca for several reasons, but the most 
obably its naturally defensible location surrounded by cliffs 
and steep slopes. The end came there, too, however. The decline of the Dos 
Pilas-Aguateca dynasty is first apparent in the rise of rival centers in the Pasión 
ibal, the center that used to be under the control of Dos Pilas 
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of Aguateca maintained diplomatic and ceremonial relations with these rulers 
but no longer possessed the centralized power that his predecessors enjoved 
(Fig. 10.2; Houston 1993: 119-21; Martin and Grube 2000: 64-7). 

Tahn Te’ K’inich and his courtiers tried to reestablish the glory of his dynasty. 
Their strategy was to follow the footsteps of previous kings through war 
and vigorous construction and ceremonial activity. At a rapid pace, Tahn Te’ 
K’inich began to dedicate large stelae measuring four to five meters in height, 
in contrast to the monuments of Rulers 3 and 4 at Aguateca, which were rel- 
atively small (these kings did not hesitate to erect large stelae at their primary 
capital of Dos Pilas). Tahn Te’ K’inich elevated the standing of Aguateca as his 
primary capital and the focus of his courtly life. Many of Tahn Te’ K’inich’s 
stelae depict the king as a glorious warrior, narrating his victories over ene- 
mies. Nonetheless, unlike his ancestors who fought such formidable enemies 
as Tikal, Ceibal, Yaxchilan, and the Ik’ site, his captives do not include recog- 
nizable figures of great dynastic importance. His active construction programs 
probably included the pyramidal buildings around the Main Plaza, Structures 
L8—6 and L8—7. Whereas his predecessor’s temples in the same area all had 
thatched roofs, Structures L8-6 and L8—7 appear to have had vaulted stone 
roofs, reflecting the pride and ambition of the new king (Inomata et al. in 
press). In addition, Tahn Te’ K’inich commissioned the construction of Struc- 
ture L8-8, which was meant to be the largest pyramid at Aguateca. As we 
will see, its construction was never completed. We can only speculate on its 
final shape, but the king and his architects may have planned a temple sim- 
ilar to Dos Pilas Structure Ls~49, the largest pyramid at the Main Plaza of 
their former capital, or even a building comparable to the towering pyramids 
of Tikal. 

Tahn Te’ K’inich evidently pursued a traditional ideal of Maya kingship. 
Despite political problems, he still managed to muster labor for his campaigns 
and construction projects. Structure M8—10, an elite residence nicknamed the 
“House of the Scribe” by Inomata and his team, contained a carved human 
skull with a hieroglyphic text, which mentioned a ceremony attended by this 
ruler. Along with the sak-hu’nal diadem and other finds mentioned in Ch 
9, this skull signals that the courtiers of Tahn Te’ K’inich remained lo 
their master and performed their courtly duties until the very fall of the center. 
Likewise, commoners maintained close affiliation with the king, participating 
in the construction of Structure L8—8 and other public projects led by the elite. 
Courtly lives and public ceremonies continued at least until AD 793, the date 


recorded on Stela 14, or possibly later, as other eroded monuments may have 
even more recent dates. 
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Figure 10.2. The ruler of La Amelia, Panel 2, AD 768 (drawing by Stephen Houston). 
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in the ceremonial and social lives of the center. The ambitious construction 
of Structure L8—8 was suspended, and a defensive wall covered a corner of 
the half-finished pyramid. The causeways where processions once paraded 
were now blocked, and walls disfigured the middle of elite residential groups. 
As frantic as the construction of defensive walls became, it sill maintained a 
certain level of order, with supervision by the elite and participation by a 
large number of commoners. Walls were placed in a concentric layout around 
the royal palace, reflecting its main purpose of defending the king and his 
family. The outermost walls surrounded a large part of the center to guard 
its perimeters and many nonelite residential groups. In addition, hills around 
the center were fortified with similar walls, and points of access along the 
escarpments were blocked. 

Eventually, Tahn Te’ K’inich and his family appear to have left the center to 
seek refuge elsewhere. Excavators found most rooms of the royal palace swept 
clean. Only the easternmost room of Structure M7—-22, the “House of the 
Masks,” contained numerous royal possessions, including the ceramic masks 
mentioned in Chapter § (see Fig. 5.14), pyrite mirrors, and bone and shell 
ornaments, all placed behind a sealed entrance (Fig. 10.3). The king probably 
7 stored these objects in the hopes of returning to the center. The final fate 

i of Tahn Te’ K’inich is not known. Despite the flight of the sovereign, most 
other elites, and probably a large number of commoners as well, remained at 
the center until the bitter end. They dismantled stone blocks from Structure 
M7-32, the “House of the Bones,” of the Palace Group, which was probably 


i 

] 

! the main throne building of the ruler, and built walls around the structure and 
4 

i 

i 


other elite residences. 


The end of Aguateca was abrupt and swift. The enemy, whose identity 
remains unknown, invaded the center and destroyed the elite residential area 
| in its epicenter. Courtiers who lived in the area had to flee or were taken 

| captive by attackers, leaving a large number of their possessions behind. The 
| | invading army burned the elite residential area. Flaming roofs and walls col- 
lapsed over the many objects that the residents left, covering them for oer a 
thousand years until archaeologists found these frozen moments from 
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Figure 10.3. Storage chamber in Aguateca Structure M7—22, the House of the Masks 
(photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 


and destroyed some of its stored treasure. In Structure M7—32, the House 
of the Bones, a side niche and the nearby bench floor of the throne in the 
center room were destroyed. They then deposited a large quantity of broken 
objects, including ceramic vessels, grinding stones, chert and obsidian tools, 
jade ornaments, carved shells, figurines, and human and bones, inside the 
center room of Structure M7—32 and around Structures M7—22 and M7-32. 
In the climax of the ritual, the two buildings were burned and destroyed. 
Ritual destruction also took place in the Main Plaza. Structures L8—6 and 
L8-7, the temples most likely built or renovated by Tahn Te’ K’inich, were 
robbed of cut stones. The enemy deposited yellow soil in front of Structure 
L8—6 and then a large amount of broken objects around the two buildings. 
Because other structures in the Main Plaza were left intact, the invaders appear 
to have selectively destroyed the buildings of Tahn Te’ K’inich (Inomata et 
al. in press). These termination rituals in the Palace Group and the Main Plaza 
were probably public events, meant to be viewed by both the triumphant 
enemy and the defeated Aguatecans. The rituals symbolically destroyed the 
power and authority of the center's last ruler, handing a spiritual defeat to the 
Aguatecans, who had already been vanquished physically. 

Buildings outside of the epicenter were not burned, and the residents had 
time to carry away their possessions. Still, the entire center seems to have been 
deserted soon after the destruction of the Palace Group and the elite residential 
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area. The haste in which the Aguatecans left the center is suggested by 
remains found around Structure L8-8. In one burial, a body 


human 


was placed directly 
on the exterior floor against the back wall of the buildings, covered only by 


a few stones. Excavators also unearthed fragmentary skeletons on the exterior 
floor. Other bodies may have been left on the ground and soon d 
animals and the elements. These exposed or cursorily buried hum 
must have emitted an unbearable smell in the tropical heat. It is hard to imagine 
that people continued to live in this area long after the battle. Despite the 
numerous usable objects left in burned buildings, Aguatecans did n 
to the center, and the residents of neighboring settlements 
de Chimino and Ceibal, rarely visited the site. It is probab 
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PROBLEMS AT THE END OF AN ERA 
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must have heightened social and political tension. In many areas, particularly 
those with long occupation history, such as central Peten and Copan, defor- 
estation had progressed to a dangerous level (Abrams et al. 1996). Dos Pilas was 
among the first centers to be abandoned. Altar de Sacrificios, another center 
in the southwestern lowlands, may also have suffered an early dynastic collapse, 
though the center is known to have ceramics from the Terminal Classic. At 
the least, it appears to have ceased monument erection after Stela 15 (AD 771), 
(Mathews and Willey 1991). The fall of Dos Pilas and Altar de Sacrificios might 
have resulted from emerging social problems, including waves of increasingly 
destructive warfare (Demarest 1997). As mentioned before, there might have 
been droughts, but evidence is lacking of serious environmental degradation 
or nutritional deficiency in the Pasión region (Dunning et al. 1997; Wright 
2006). What is apparent is the emergence of new petty kingdoms claiming 
the Dos Pilas-Aguateca emblem glyph, all expressing a trajectory of political 
disintegration. 


Southwestern Lowlands 


Political problems probably lay behind the abandonment of various centers, 
including Aguateca, around 9.19.0.0.0 (AD 810). This process is most evident 
in the western lowlands. At Yaxchilan, “Itzamnaaj” Bahlam IV led active 
political and military activities in the late eighth century, defeating the Ik’ site, 
Lakamtuun, Namaan, and Hix Witz (Martin and Grube 2008: 134-7). The 
next ruler, K’inich Tatbu Skull IV, followed this trend and vanquished Piedras 
Negras in AD 808, capturing its Ruler 7 (Houston et al. 1999). Nonetheless, 
Lintel 10, the carving recording this victory, did not have the elegance and 
sophistication of his ancestors’ monuments and was the last sculpture dedicated 
at the center. Yaxchilan’s elite rule collapsed soon after AD 808. Its rival, Piedras 
Negras, never recovered from the defeat and the loss of its ruler at the hands 
of Yaxchilan. Some of its palace buildings were burned and the magnificent 
Throne 1 was smashed, probably after the battle (Fig. 10.4). Following the 
dynastic collapse, elite occupation appears to have continued for some time, 
but the center was eventually deserted (Houston et al. 2001). The nearby 
center of Bonampak is famous for its murals, which depict the presentation 
of tribute in a throne room, dances, a battle, the torture and sacrifice of war 
captives, and an elaborate solar dance pageant (M. Miller 1986). Yet these 
spectacular paintings were the last monuments at the site and do not, in parts, 
appear to have been finished. Their last recorded date of AD 792 indicates that 
Bonampak experienced a sudden turn of its fortune around AD 800. 

Further to the west, the last ruler of Palenque was inaugurated in AD 799 
(Martin and Grube 2000: 175). We know little about his deeds and eventual 
fate, and the center soon fell silent. Its bitter enemy Tonina enjoyed a flores- 
cence under Ruler 8 in the late eighth century. This site, well-known for its 
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late inscriptions, however, underwent a thirty-year hiatus in monument crec- 
tion after the dedication of Monument ys (AD 806, Martin and Grube 2000: 
188-9). A similar pattern is found at Ceibal on the Pasion River. Its ruler, 
Ajaw Bot, with the Dos Pilas-Aguateca emblem glyph, erected his last monu- 
ment on 9.18.10.0.0 (AD 800). After this date, Ceibal underwent a thirty-year 
hiatus in monument erection. Thus, Tonina and Ceibal, which would later 
show resurgence in political activities, were also part of a wave of widespread 
political disintegration around AD 810. 


Central and Eastern Lowlands 


The powerful center of Tikal experienced much the same. The eighth century 
witnessed the apogee of this center, in which Tikal enjoyed power unmatched 
in the Maya lowlands as its kings ordered the construction of a series of 
enormous temple pyramids. Its florescence, however, did not last long. Temple 
3 was the last of the great construction projects, and Stela 24 at its base recorded 
a date of AD 810. The power of the ruling elite was already diminishing, and 
they did not honor the tradition of building a Twin Pyramid Consles to 
celebrate the k’atun ending, which had been in practice since AD 692. After 
g.19.0.0.0, no Monuments were erected for the next sixty years. Tikal’s smaller 
neighbors had similar trajectories. At Yaxha the last monument, Stela 31, 
recorded a date of AD 796 (Grube 2000: 262-3), and Motul de San José’s latest 
inscription probably dates to 9.19.0.0.0 (AD 810) (Proskouriakoff 1993: 150-1; 
P. Rice 2004: 145). Only Uaxactun recorded the late date of AD 830 on Stel 
13 before it entered a hiatus (Valdés and Fahsen 2004). 

Tikal’s archenemy, Calakmul, could not take advantage of the fall of its rival. 
This center, once the most dominant power in the Maya area, lost its vigor 
after ruinous defeats at the hand of Tikal in AD 69s and in the early eighth 
century. Although it continued to erect stelae until around AD 8 10, the <éntet 
underwent a lapse in monument dedication (Martin ar - al css 
Another large center, Naranjo, met a a i fate i ee ak a 

cee Re , “Itzamnaaj 
K’awiil, led successful military campaigns, and the next king, Waxaklajuun 
Ubaah K’awiil, erected Stela 32, with a date of AD 820. After 
however, its activities diminished, although, in style, Stela 9 appe 
the ninth century (Martin and Grube 2008: 83). 
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Figure 10.4. Fragments of Piedras Negras Throne 1, when found, Structure J-6 
(courtesy of Archives, University of Pennsylvania Museum). 


of AD 825. If so, this represents the last recorded date in southeastern Peten 
(Laporte 2004). In northern Belize, the center of La Milpa appears to have 
experienced a rapid reversal of its fortune, probably in the early ninth century 
(Hammond and Tourtellot 2004). The construction of Structures 1 and 21, 
both temple pyramids, as well as a substantial portion of the Southern Acropolis 
ceased abruptly. The excavators, however, did not find evidence of warfare and 
destruction comparable to that of Aguateca. 

Further to the southeast, the center of Quirigua could boast of the tallest 
stelae in the Maya area, but the monuments of the last ruler, “Jade Sky,” dating 
to AD 800 and AD 805, were substantially smaller, indicating, presumably, 
its declining economic and political fortune. The facade of Structure 1B-1 
recorded the last date at this center, AD 810, and Quirigua soon declined 
(Martin and Grube 2008: 225). This last text at Quirigua mentioned Yax 
Pahsaj Chan Yopaat, the ruler of Copan. This was the last reference to this 
Copan king, who did not erect monuments recording this date at his native 
center (Schele and Freidel 1990). At Copan, during the first fifteen years 
following his accession to the throne in AD 763, Yax Pahsaj actively engaged 
in monumental building projects, but construction activities declined visibly in 
the latter part of his reign. Other elites began to dedicate carved benches and 
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other inscriptions in their residences in a process not dissimilar to the political 
fragmentation documented in the Pasión region, in which the high-ranked 
subjects of the sovereign were claiming larger autonomy (see the section titled 
Southwestern Lowlands; W. Fash and D. Stuart 1991). Stela 11, possibly a 
posthumous depiction of Yax Pahsaj, is one of the latest complete monuments 
at this center. The next ruler, Ukit Took’, ordered the dedication of Altar L 
on which he is shown in conversation with, perhaps, a deceased Yax Pahsaj 
on his own accession ceremony at 9.19.11.14.5 (AD 822), but the monument 
was never completed (Grube and Schele 1987). The end of the Copan dynasty 
appears to have been rapid and violent. The residential complex of Yax Pahsaj, 
Group 10L-2, and probably many temples in the center, were burned and 
destroyed (W. Fash et al. 2004). 

The pattern of demographic decline at Copan has been contested by schol- 
ars. Using obsidian hydration as a dating technique — a means of inferring 
absolute age by measuring the thickness of a water “rind” in obsidian — David 
Webster and AnnCorinne Freter (Freter 1992; Webster and Freter 1990) have 
suggested that a substantial population, including some elites, continued to 
live at and around Copan and to use Late Classic Coner ceramics after the 
dynastic collapse, possibly as late as AD 1250. In other words, the fall of Copan 
was gradual, taking place over several centuries. Others, however, have ques- 
tioned the reliability of obsidian hydration methods (Braswell 1992). Research 
by Lawrence Anovitz and others (1999), in particular, have indicated prob- 
lems with the hydration process and in the optical measurement of hydration 
layers. More recent investigations have shown that an extremely small 
tion lived around the former ceremonial center for a short period aro 


popula- 


und AD 
1000. Their ceramics differed from Coner types and included such trade items 


as Fine Orange Ware, Tohil Plumbate, and Las Vegas Polychrome. They did 
not produce obsidian blade locally. Thus, these Postclassic occupants exhib- 
ited little cultural continuity with the Classic residents, indicating that the 
Terminal Classic abandonment of Copan was fairly rapid. Although a small 
population probably lingered on after the dynastic collapse around AD 822. as 
attested by a small number of Fine Orange vessels in elite residences, the se 
was completely abandoned by around AD 950. After a short ee of time 
the Postclassic population with distinct material culture reoccupied the aoe 
briefly (W. Fash et al. 2004; Manahan 2004). 

In summary, many scholars once favored a gradualist view of the Classic 
Maya collapse, but data now point to more rapid social change just before the 
end of a bak’tun cycle. Only a few centers recorded what should have 
extremely important calendrical date of 10.0.0.0.0 
the southern lowlands suffered significant political 
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CONTINUITY AND SHORT REVIVALS DURING THE TERMINAL 
CLASSIC PERIOD 


The rapid deterioration in political organization around AD 810 does not mean 
that Maya society of the southern lowlands experienced a total collapse. There 
were a small number of centers that maintained vigorous activity through this 
troubled time, and others that rebounded from earlier setbacks. Scholars call 
this period after the first collapse the “Terminal Classic” (AD 830-950). The 
late resurgence, however, was limited and short-lived, only to end in more 
profound political disintegration and depopulation. 

A powerful center that remained active was Caracol. After a hiatus in mon- 
ument erection, triggered by a military defeat in AD 680 at the hand of its old 
foe, Naranjo, this center regained momentum at the end of the eighth century 
AD. Its king, K’inich Toobil Yopaat, led a successful battle in AD 800 against 
its neighbor, Ucanal. He and his successors continued to erect monuments, 
including an altar recording AD 830. Stela 10, a crude monument dating to 
AD 859, appears to be the last monument at the center (Martin and Grube 
2000: 99). Relying on radiocarbon dates, Arlen and Diane Chase (2004) argue 
that occupations in elite residences and construction activities continued for 
forty years or so after this last inscribed date. In their view, the end of Caracol 
was drastic, somewhat similar to that of Aguateca. The palace buildings on top 
of the large Caana pyramid were burned, and archaeologists found complete 
and reconstructible artifacts as well as unburied bodies in the rooms. Some 
construction projects ended abruptly, leaving unfinished temple pyramids and 
piles of stone blocks nearby. Ucanal appears to have remained under the con- 
trol of, or in a close affiliation with, Caracol after its defeat (Martin and Grube 
2000: 98). Stela 4, dating to around AD 849, may be its last monument, but the 
occupation of the center continued into the Early Postclassic period (Laporte 
and Mejia 2002: 43-4). As discussed below, Ucanal, and possibly Caracol as its 
overlord, played an important role in the resurgence of Ceibal in the Terminal 
Classic period. 

To the north of Caracol, on the Mopan River near the Guatemala-Belize 
border, Xunantunich grew into an imposing center around the time of the 
decline of the nearby major center of Naranjo. The prosperity of Xunantu- 
nich, however, was short-lived. By the end of the Terminal Classic period the 
center, as well as most of its hinterland settlements, was abandoned despite 
the richness of the riverine environment and the absence of evidence for 
ecological degradation (Ashmore et al. 2004). Further to the southwest, the 
rulers of Machaquila, Sihyah K’in Chahk and Juun Tzak Took’, erected a 
series of stelae recording each of the five-year-period-ending events from AD 
800 to AD 840 (I. Graham 1967). It is interesting to note that on his early 
monuments with the dates of AD 825 and AD 830, Juun Tzak Took’ ap- 
pears in typical Classic Maya ceremonial costume with feathered headdresses, 
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sak-hu’nal diadems, and pectorals. On his later stelae, however, he wears sim- 
pler attire and a nose bar. Thus, such a change in costume does not necessarily 
mean a dynastic takeover by foreigners; the same Maya ruler happened to adopt 
new styles of attire. The later monuments are smaller, possibly indicating the 
diminished power of the dynasty or at least reduced ambition in its image 
making. 

At Tikal, after sixty years of hiatus in monument erection, there may have 
been a minor effort to reassert its past glory, as seen in the dedication of Stela 
11 in AD 869 by Ruler Jasaw Chan K’awiil II. However, it does not appear 
that any other late stelae were erected at the site. Only Stela 12 (AD 889) at the 
nearby center of Uaxactun may have mentioned this king (Martin and Grube 
2008: 53). By this time the former political domain of Tikal was fragmented. 
Between AD 859 and AD 889 the minor centers of Ixlu and Jimb 
region erected their own monuments using the Tikal emblem glyph. A process 
similar to the fragmentation of the Dos Pilas dynasty one hundre 
appears to have affected the central Peten. The pattern of fin 
Tikal is not clear. Excavators found a large amount of trash accumulated in the 
rooms of the Central Acropolis or the royal palace complex. Peter Harrison 
(1999), who excavated the compound, believes that the p 
by squatters after the dynastic collapse, but there 
finds resulted from termination rituals. 


alin the same 
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The end of Calakmul was broadly similar. After a long interval in monument 


erection, the Calakmul elite dedicated rather crude stelae on 10.3.0.0.0 (AD 
899) or possibly on 10.4.0.0.0 (AD 909) (Fig. 10.5; Martin and Grube 2008: 
115; Braswell et al. 2004). In a process of political fragmentation comparable 
to that at Dos Pilas and Tikal, the minor centers around Calakmul, including 
Oxpemul, Nadzcaan, and La Muñeca, began to dedicate their own Ghani 
around AD 830, a pattern continuing until AD 899 or even later (Martin and 
Grube 2008: 115). Near the western margin of the Maya area, the Tonina 
elite erected a monument around AD 839 after a thirty-year hiatus (Martin 
and Grube 2008: 189). The momentum for a revival, however, was weak, and 
Tonina stopped erecting monuments after AD 904 and yoy, its last productions 
done at a crude standard (Martin and Grube 2000: 189). 


In comparison to these unimpressive attempts at recove 


ry, the resurgence 
of Ceibal was remarkable. The center became : 


! ) arguably the most dominant 
power in the southern lowlands during the Terminal Classic period. The ruler 


responsible for this revival was Aj Bolon Ha’btal Wat'ul K’atel, who was said 
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Figure 10.5. Calakmul Stela 50, Terminal Classic stela (Ruppert and Denison 1943, 
pl. sob). 


after 9.18.10.0.0 (AD 800), his accession may mark a break or renewal in the 
dynastic line. Nonetheless, his title, Aj Bolon Ha’btal, was comparable to those 
of the earlier Ceibal king, Ajaw Bot, and Dos Pilas-Aguateca rulers, signaling 
some continuity in royal tradition. It is not clear whether Wat’ul K’atel was a 
descendant of Ceibal royalty who went into exile after the defeat by Dos Pilas 
nearly a hundred years ago; he may also have been of very different descent. 
The arrival of Wat’ul K’atel was obviously intended for the important 
calendrical ceremony on 10.0.0.0.0, but he apparently did not have the time 
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or resource to dedicate monuments to commemorate that ceremony. He did, 
however, order the most ambitious monumental program in the Terminal 
Classic southern lowlands for the next k’atun ending (AD 849), positioning five 
finely executed stelae in and around a new temple, A-3, which was decorated 
with elaborate stucco sculpture. By that time, the dynastic power of Caracol 
and Machaquila was dwindling or had nearly collapsed. No other centers in 
the southern lowlands possessed the will or means to carry out comparable 
projects. The texts carved on these stelae also attest to Wat’ul K’atel’s broad 
diplomatic connections. Stela 10 states that the rulers from Tikal, Calakmul, 
and the Ik’ site attended the ceremony, although these individuals cannot be 
identified on the monuments of those centers, and they might have come from 
minor centers using the emblem glyphs of the old masters. Stela 9 records some 
connection to Lakamtun in modern Chiapas, Mexico, and Stela 8 mentions a 
visit of the k’uhul ajaw (“holy lord”) of puh (Schele and Mathews 1998: 182- 
95). Puh, meaning a “cattail-reed place,” was the Maya version of the central 
Mexican notion of tollan or primordial place of high culture; during the Classic 
period it generally referred to the great city of Teotihuacan (D. Stuart 2004b). 
In this case, it may have meant a central Mexican city such as Cholula, Cacaxtla, 
and Xochicalco — perhaps an unlikely possibility—or a large Maya center with 
Mexican connections, including Chichen Itza and Tikal (Schele and Mathews 
1998: 182-95). 

Ceibal has been the primary focus of the foreign invasion explanation for 
the Maya collapse (Sabloff and Willey 1967). Wat’ul K’atel’s appearance with 
long hair, mustache, and a nose bar was interpreted as non-Maya (J. Graham 
1973), but, as seen in the case of monuments from Machaquila, these traits do 
not necessarily signal a foreign identity. In addition, his association with Ucanal 
indicates Maya roots. Fine paste ceramics used also to be viewed as evidence 
for foreign invasions, but compositional analyses of ceramic pastes establish 
that these vessels were made within the Maya region along the Usumiac- 
inta and Pasion Rivers (Bishop and Rands 1982; Foias and Bishop 1997). 
More Dropicnaie is another set of Terminal Classic monuments at Ceibal, 
called “Facies B,” which depict figures with even longer hair, simple costume, 
and snake belts. Some of them are carved with texts containing square day 
signs in a non-Maya calendar, and those figures are not identified as mem- 
bers of the Ceibal royal blood line. The figures are similar to ones carved 
on Fine Orange ceramics, anid David Stuart (1993) has suggested that they 
can still be ethnic Maya, possibly commoners. Their appearance, however, 
represents a substantial break from the traditional Maya canons and shows 
a strong resemblance to figurines from the Gulf Coast area (Gutierrez and 
Hamilton 1977). Particularly intriguing is Ceibal Stela 17, 
figure in precisely such nontraditional attire facing another person with typi- 
cal Maya ceremonial gear, including mirrored belt sash, celts, and a feathered 
headdress. Although an outright conquest is unlikely, is it possible that the 
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Ceibal dynasty had close connections with non-Maya groups or even incor- 
porated them in their administrative system. Either way, these monuments 
imply a new type of political alliance, whether with Maya commoners or non- 
Maya elites, an ultimately unsuccessful experiment devised by the elites of 
Ceibal. 

A relevant point is that Terminal Classic Ceibal lacked defensive features 
comparable to the Late Classic sites of the Petexbatun region. Its focus of 
elite activities during the Late Classic period was in the naturally defensible 
Group D, located on top of a steep hill, but during the Terminal Classic it 
shifted to Group A, a place with easier access. In addition, Terminal Classic 
monuments of Ceibal appear to deemphasize militaristic themes (Tourtellot 
and González 2004). Another feature is the continuity of nonelite occupation. 
Although the Terminal Classic ceramic assemblage at Ceibal is characterized 
by fine paste ware, most utilitarian vessels exhibit strong continuity from the 
Late Classic period. It is virtually certain that the nonelite residents of Ceibal 
were Maya. Fine paste ceramics are found mostly around the ceremonial core 
of Ceibal, leading scholars to wonder whether the Terminal Classic Ceibal 
population concentrated in the central sector or whether a larger population 
continued to live in peripheries without using imported ceramics (Tourtellot 
and González 2004). The original Late Classic population may have continued 
without break. Alternatively, there could also have been a significant demo- 
graphic collapse during the dynastic break from AD 800 to 830, and the pop- 
ulation level may have rebounded with migrations from other Maya regions. 
The continuity in utilitarian ceramics, however, does not support this scenario. 
Ceibal eventually could not escape the same fate as other dynasties. The last 
recorded date is 10.3.0.0.0 (AD 889), although some stelae without calendri- 
cal dates may have been erected later. It appears that the center was largely 
abandoned by about AD 950. Structure A-16 of the East Court, decorated 
with elaborate stucco sculpture comparable to that of A-3, was most likely the 
residential-administrative building of the Terminal Classic Ceibal dynasty. The 
sculpture appears to have been intentionally destroyed at the time of dynastic 
implosion. 

The Terminal Classic histories of other centers are highly varied. Various 
settlements, including Aguateca, never recovered from the collapse around 
AD 810. Along with dynastic tumult, population levels plummeted in gen- 
eral. At other centers, such as Piedras Negras, a smaller population lingered 
after the dynastic collapse. There also existed some places, including Altar de 
Sacrificios and Ixtonton, that showed construction and other activities despite 
the lack of sculptural commissions in the form of stelae. Many of those centers 
further declined in population by the end of the Terminal Classic period. In 
central Peten, the demographic focus after the decline of Tikal shifted to areas 
around a series of lakes, including Lake Peten Itza, though at a far smaller scale. 
Occupations in the lake region continued until the Spanish conquest. 
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One area that exhibited significant continuity to the Postclassic period was 
northeastern and central Belize. Although some centers such as Colha and 
Altun Ha declined at the end of the Classic period, others, including Lamanai, 
Barton Ramie, and settlements around Pulltrouser Swamp, maintained 
considerable levels of population and construction activity (Pendergast 1986: 
Willey et al. 1965). Caye Coco and other new settlements also developed 
during this period (Masson and Mock 2004). Many of the Terminal Classic 
and Postclassic sites are located near rivers or the coasts, benefitting from reli- 
able water supplies, faunal resources, and high agricultural productivity. Their 
locations also facilitated their participation in maritime trade networks cen- 
tered on Chichen Itza. An important factor for their prosperity appears to 
have been a successful transition from economic and political ties in Peten to 
northern Yucatan during Terminal and Postclassic times (Masson and Mock 
2004; Pendergast 1986). 


RISE AND FALL IN THE NORTH 


While many southern cities were declining, the northern lowlands witnessed 
the florescence of various centers and the continuation of substantial popula- 
tions into the colonial period. Various colonial sources referring to this period 
add rich detail unavailable in the southern lowlands, but they are highly con- 
fusing and difficult to use in writing any reliable sequence of events. The 
central issues among scholars are the chronology of major political centers and 
the nature of foreign relations. The more traditional view is one 
a linear succession between centers and their associated ce 
1971). According to this view, Puuc centers and the e 
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Figure 10.6. Cehpech (a) and Sotuta (b) ceramics (Brainerd 1958, fig. 35a, i, j, $8d, 
77P, 78g, 76a). 


lowlands. The beginning of the Sotuta complex is less clear, but it can be 
considered a minor variation of Cehpech centered on Chichen Itza (Bey et al. 
1998; Robles and A. Andrews 1986). 


Terminal Classic Florescence in the Northern Lowlands 


Centers such as Dzibilchaltun, Ek Balam, Coba, Oxkintok, and Chunchucmil 
prospered during the eighth and ninth centuries. There is no clear indication 
of unrest or disruption that parallels the problems to the south around AD 810 
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and 820, with a possible exception of an apparent hiatus in monument erec- 
tion at Oxkintok between AD 820 and 849 (García Campillo 1991). Coba 
was a large center with strong cultural ties to the southern lowlands, but in 
the late eighth century its erection of monuments ceased and a local Slate 
Ware tradition replaced Peten-style polychrome vessels. Still, Peten-style con- 
structions continued into the ninth century (Robles and A. Andrews 1986). 
Coba wielded extensive political influence, attested by a long causeway built 
in the seventh century to connect the site with Yaxuna (Suhler et al. 2004). 
Ek Balam, with a probable dynastic connection to Coba, dedicated elaborate 
stucco façades, murals, and carved monuments in the Classic tradition from the 
late eighth to mid-ninth centuries (Vargas and Castillo 2006). Chunchucmil 
near the west coast was a populous city associated with salt production and 
trade, although it lacked ornate architecture and carved monuments (Dahlin 
and Ardren 2002). 

In the late ninth century, the prosperity of Uxmal and Chichen Itza began 
to eclipse other centers. The early growth of Uxmal, with its Puuc-style 
architecture characterized by veneer stones and vaulted roofs, dates to around 
AD 700 (Carmean et al. 2004). The Books of Chilam Balam, colonial-period 
Maya accounts with often enigmatic chronicles and prophecies, tell us that the 
Tutul Xiw family established Uxmal after decades of migration. According to 
the Spanish friar Diego de Landa, the Tutul Xiw, one of the competing elite 
factions at the time of Spanish contact, were referred to as foreigners by their 
rivals (Tozzer 1941: 40). Archaeological remains at Uxmal, however, do not 
show prominent non-Maya elements, and some scholars consider the Tutul 
Xiw to have been nonlocal but still a branch of Maya speakers, possibly Cholan 
from the south or southwest. Suhler and his colleagues (2004) suggest that the 
appearance of Puuc architecture at Chichen Itza and Yaxuna during the eighth 
century reflects an expansion of political influence from the Puuc. It is at the 
beginning of the tenth century, during the reign of “Lord Chahk,” or Chan 
Chahk K’ahk'nal Ajaw, that Uxmal reached the height of its prosperity. The 
buildings commissioned by him, including the House of Governor and the 
Nunnery Quadrangle, show elaborate mosaic and sculptural decorations on 
their facades, the very apex of Maya architectural polish and sophistication 
(Fig. 10.7). His stelae appear to show the last glow of royal symbolism in the 
Classic tradition. Other centers in the region, including Kabah and Sayil, also 
built elaborate structures in the late ninth and early tenth centuries. Uxmal 
and other Puuc centers declined soon after the reign of Lord Chahk. A smaller 


population remained at Uxmal after the dynastic collapse but engaged in less 
impressive construction. 


The Expansion of Chichen Itza 


Chichen Itza has been at the center of debates on northern chronology and 
its relation to foreign invasion. The traditional view divided Chichen Itza 
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Figure 10.7. Nunnery Quadrangle, Uxmal, early AD goos (photograph by Takeshi 
Inomata). 


chronology into two phases: the Terminal Classic component marked by Puuc 
architecture, hieroglyphic texts, and Cehpech ceramics, all contemporary with 
the Puuc centers; and the Early Postclassic component characterized by Sotuta 
ceramics and “Toltec” architecture, such as El Castillo, the Great Ballcourt, and 
the Temple of Warriors. Charles Lincoln (1986) has criticized this chronology, 
arguing that the two sets of elements are completely contemporaneous. The 
truth may lie between these extremes, with overlaps of different elements and 
a certain chronological trend. Glyphic inscriptions — a quintessential Maya 
element — date mostly to a period between AD 869 and 890, although isolated 
dates of AD 994 and 998 are recorded (Grube and Krochock 2007; Wren 
and Schmidt 1990). So-called “Toltec” elements increased during the tenth 
century (Cobo 2007; Bey and Ringle 2007). This was the time of the most 
vigorous construction activity at Chichen Itza. The cessation of carved texts 
thus represents, not the end of elite activities, but a fundamental change in 
modes of public political discourse (Krochock and Freidel 1994). 

Early scholars suggested that nontraditional elements were brought by Toltec 
invaders from central Mexico, referring to remarkable similarities in architec- 
ture and sculpture between Chichen Itza and Tula, including colonnaded halls 
and “chac mool” (sculptures of a reclining figure; Fig. 10.8). They also cited 
curious parallels in the contact-period legends of K’uk’ulkan and Quetzal- 
coatl in the two regions. The central Mexican version affirms that a person or 
deity named Quetzalcoatl left Tula for the east, whereas the Yucatan version 
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reports on a foreign ruler called K’uk’ulkan, the Maya version of the name 
Quetzalcoatl, who governed Chichen Itza. It is tempting to think that these 
legends refer to real historical events involving the same individual or group 
(Tozzer 1957). Other researchers focused on a group called Itza, who lived in 
Chichen Itza but were often referred to as foreigners in colonial documents. 
Descriptions of them as “those who spoke a broken language” may imply 
that they were speakers of a Maya language, but different from local Yukatek. 
Thompson (1970: 41-5) suggested that they were Chontal speakers, or “Mexi- 
canized Maya,” originating from Tabasco and southern Campeche. Schele and 
Mathews (1998: 201-4), however, propose that they migrated from the central 
southern lowlands. They note that a name somewhat like “Itzaj” is found in 
Classic-period monuments of Motul de San José near the Lake Peten Itza. 
When the Spaniards visited this lake region, it was home to a group called 
Itza). The Itzaj in Peten now speak a branch of the Yukatekan languages, not 
the Ch’olan or Ch’olti’an that formed the probable languages of the Classic 
period. As suggested by colonial accounts, this Yukatekan language may thus 
reflect a return migration to their ancestral land during the Postclassic period. 
The problem, unfortunately, is that the term in the inscriptions of the Peten 
is ‘itza, not itzaj, and it likely refers simply to a local place name, not to an 
ethnic or language group per se (an -a ending, as on ‘itza, probably signals a 
term for “water,” common in Classic toponyms). 


An important elite group at Chichen Itza was the Kokom family, which 


was found both in retrospective descriptions in colonial documents and in 


contemporary glyphic texts at the site. Despite the abundant indications of 
migrations related to the residents of Chichen Itza in colonial accounts, the 
Kokom claimed to be the “natural” lords of the area: in contrast, the Tutul Xiw 
of Uxmal were regarded as foreigners, further adding to a confused picture 
(Tozzer 1941: 26, 40). We should note that the Sotuta ceramics at Chichen Itza 
are essentially a variation of the local Slate Ware tradition, but Chichen Itza 
also received a considerable quantity of trade goods, including Fine Orange 
ceramics, Plumbate Ware, obsidian from central and western Mexico, and 
gold (Bey and Ringle 2007; Braswell et al. 2004). The quantity of imported 
materials was far smaller in the Cehpech sphere. Although the precise ide 


ntities 
of the Chichen Itza residents still escape our understanding, it is safe to s 
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Figure 10.8. “Chac mool” in the Temple of Warriors at Chichen Itza, Yucatan 
(photograph by Takeshi Inomata). 


rule. David Stuart in particular (see Houston et al. 2000: 335) has countered 
that these texts involving the enigmatic yitaj glyph refer to acts of witness by 
deities, not brothers. Other scholars favor an organization similar to that of 
southern lowland centers during the Classic period, that is, a monarchy or 
single leader discharging disproportionate power over some kind of council 
(Kowalski 2007). This theory was inspired by the recognition of the name 
K’ahk’upakal in the inscriptions of Chichen Itza. Colonial documents men- 
tion an individual of the same name who was prominent in the affairs of 
Chichen Itza (Kelley 1968; Stanton and Gallareta Negrén 2001). In another 
theory, Lincoln (1994) has proposed that the opposition of the sun disk and 
the feathered serpent in Chichen Itza’s iconography reflects dual rulership. 
Drawing on ethnohistorical accounts on Cholula and other Mesoamerican 
groups, William Ringle (2004) suggests that the local government involved 
the coexistence of all of the features above. Councils were under the direction 
of dual leaders, with the political leader as a war captain enjoying supremacy 
over a religious figure. According to Ringle, Chichen Itza, like Cholula, was a 
pilgrimage center where investitures of leaders from various communities took 
place as part of a Quetzalcoatl cult that spread throughout Mesoamerica during 
this period (see Ringle et al. 1998). Whatever the validity of Ringle’s proposal, 
councils and religious authorities distinct from monarchs were already present 
at Classic-period centers. Nonetheless, the political organization of Chichen 
Itza does indeed appear to represent a substantial shift from the Classic tradition 
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in which the single ruler assumed supreme leadership in political, military, and 
religious affairs. 

The decline of many northern centers appears to have been closely tied 
to warfare, in which Chichen Itza most likely played a central role. The 
monumental imagery of Chichen Itza emphasized militaristic themes, as seen 
in the battle scenes in the murals of the Upper Temple of the Jaguars, carvings 
of warriors in the Temple of Warriors, and sculptures of skulls in the Tzom- 
pantli (Fig. 10.9). Depictions of war captives are also common in sculptures of 
Uxmal and murals at the nearby site of Mulchic. The paintings of the Upper 
Temple of the Jaguars show a direct attack on an enemy settlement, and such 
battle practices are reflected in the construction of defensive walls at some 
centers, including Yaxuna, Dzonot Ake, Cuca, and Chacchob (Webster 1979). 
Although the primary function of the elaborate walls around the central part 
of Uxmal and Ek Balam may have been symbolic, they could also have served 
for defense (Ringle et al. 2004). By analyzing walls at Chunchucmil and other 
sites, Dahlin (2000) argues that enemy attacks resulted in the abandonment of 
these centers. In addition, Carmean and colleagues. (Carmean et al. 2004: 445) 
note that many Puuc centers, including Uxmal, Labna, and Oxkintok, have 
unfinished monumental buildings, which suggests the rapid fall of dynastic 
power, possibly triggered by military conflicts. 

By means of war, Chichen Itza might have expanded its dominance over a 
wider area during the tenth century. It has been suggested that Lord Chahk of 
Uxmal was under the control of Chichen Itza, or that Uxmal was conquered 
by Chichen Itza after the reign of Lord Chahk (Kowalski et al. 1996; Suhler 
et al. 2004), but the evidence of this remains tenuous. Excavations at Yaxuna 
provided more convincing evidence of Chichen Itza’s invasion, including rit- 
ually destroyed buildings (Freidel 2007; Suhler et al. 2004). The expansion 
of Chichen Itza was paralleled by the cessation of monumental construction 
and population decline at other centers in the northern lowlands (Robles and 
A. Andrews 1986: 88). The powerful centers of Ek Balam and Coba seem 
also to have been overshadowed by Chichen Itza, but Sotuta ceramics and 
ny pear ay erica sei Sees 
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Figure 10.9. Battle scene in the Upper Temple of the Jaguars, Chichen Itza (de la 
Torre 1993: 135, rendering by Adela Breton, courtesy of Sue Giles, Bristol’s City 


Museum and Art Gallery). 


Anthony Andrews and colleagues. (Andrews et al. 2003) propose that the 
glory of Chichen Itza did not last long and that the center declined at the 
beginning of the eleventh century, whereas other scholars favor later dates for 
its fall. Our understanding of the process of its decline is limited, but various 
colonial accounts indicate that the Maya remembered the end of this powerful 


center as a time of political strife between rival groups. 
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THE MAYA COLLAPSE IN THE MESOAMERICAN SETTING 


There are several key trends in the process of the Maya collapse. Towards the 
end of the eighth century, social problems in the southern lowlands might 
have worsened with the intensification of interdynastic conflict. This led to 
the collapse of numerous southern lowland centers at the beginning of the 
ninth century. Many western centers declined around AD 810, whereas the 
fall of cities in the central and southeastern lowlands may have taken place 
a decade or so later. Although the roughly simultaneous decline of various 
centers could support the drought theory of the Maya collapse, we should 
remember that this period of troubles in the south was a time of growth in the 
north, particularly in the Puuc region. The prosperity of the Puuc centers in 
areas lacking ground water is difficult to explain by a model stressing drought. 

Some centers in the south, including Ceibal, Tonina, and Tikal, managed a 
short revival in the mid and late ninth century. Although these polities were 
still centered on traditional divine rulership, they, particularly Ceibal, might 
have been experimenting with new symbols and forms of political interaction. 
In the north, two prominent centers, Uxmal and Chichen Itza, enjoyed a 
florescence, whereas other centers, such as Ek Balam and Coba, gradually 
lost power. When the resurgence in the south ended at the beginning of 
the tenth century, the prosperity of Uxmal reached its height under Lord 
Chahk. He was the last powerful king fully committed to the aesthetics and 
symbolism of the Classic Maya tradition. His rival, Chichen Itza, was alre 
adopting new sets of symbols and a new form of governmental organization 
during the ninth century. Chichen Itza abandoned the tradition of glyphic 
inscriptions at the beginning of the tenth century just in the midst of its 
political expansion. Whereas Ceibal in the south appears to have deemphasized 
militaristic themes, interpolity conflicts were primary concerns for the elites 
of Uxmal and Chichen Itza. Through military aggression during the tenth 
century, Chichen Itza further expanded its domin 
centers. 


This review shows that the Classic Maya collapse was not a random mosaic 
of localized events that occurred gradually over a century. We can recognize a 
series of turning points that affected a wide area. The process, however, was 
not a monolithic one that reflected a simple causal relation between droughts 
and societal tumult. Although ecological degradations and climatic ee 
might have been important factors in the Maya collapse, such proce 
involved a complex interplay with human action. We need to ex 
how the Maya dealt with environmental and social challenge 
actions and inactions contributed to this decline. 

Above all, the Maya collapse should be understood in a broad context 


involving social changes taking place in many parts of Mesoamerica. The L 
and Terminal Classic periods represent a time of significant social ch 
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only in the Maya area but throughout Mesoamerica, with movement of people 
and ideas. The rise of Uxmal and Chichen Itza in locations with little previous 
occupations might point to migrations within the Maya area, particularly 
from the southern lowlands, and perhaps beginning in the seventh and eighth 
centuries, as Schele and Mathews (1998) suggest. In central Mexico, significant 
population movement from the north might in turn have contributed to the 
collapse of Teotihuacan in the seventh century, although the chronology and 
social processes of this region are as confusing as those of the northern Maya 
area. The fall of this metropolis may have triggered another wave of migration 
towards the southeast. The subsequent rise of fortified centers, such as Cacaxtla, 
Xochicalco, and Teotenango, indicates the heightening of interpolity conflicts. 
Among those migrations, particularly significant ones appear to have been 
those involving Nahua speakers, whose descendants still live in various parts of 
Central America. Their moves from central Mexico to the southeast may have 
started as early as the seventh century. Yet, as seen in Maya-like iconography 
at Cacaxtla and Xochicalco, movements of people and ideas were not one- 
directional. 

Earlier theories overemphasized migrations of a single group sweeping 
through the Maya area. Actual developments appear to have been far more 
complex, with multiple groups moving in diverse directions. Chichen Itza 
was a particularly active player in this new form of interregional interaction. 
Its wide network probably included direct contacts with Tula, Mexico. We 
should remember that no other pair of sites in Mesoamerica shows such strik- 
ing similarities. Their contacts most likely involved bidirectional movements 
of people and ideas rather than a unidirectional conquest. Although many 
elements of the Tula-Chichen Itza complex do not have clear antecedents in 
both areas, colonnaded halls with flat roofs clearly had their roots in northern 
Mesoamerica, where there is less precipitation (Kristan-Graham 2007). The 
richer carving traditions of the Maya possibly provided a larger share of inspira- 
tion for sculptural innovations, including “chac mools” (M. Miller and Samoya 
1998). If a migration serving as a model for the Quetzalcoatl-K’uk’ulkan leg- 
end took place, the voyage of such a prominent individual was probably based 
on previous contact between the two places. 

Such active interregional interactions might have stimulated or accelerated 
the transformation of governmental organization and political ideologies away 
from ones highlighting divine rulership and a court culture of art and writing to 
the separation of political and religious authorities and an increased emphasis 
on secular leadership (Freidel 1985). Still, we should examine these broad 
patterns of interaction, not as direct causes of the collapse, but as part of a 
complex process that involved various other influences, including the tumult 


of environmental and ecological change. 
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After the end of the Classic period, Maya society and its many foci shifted to 
the northern part of the Yucatan Peninsula, to the highlands in the south, and 
to the coast, lakes, and rivers where their ancestors had first flourished mil- 
lennia before. A much-reduced population remained in the central southern 
lowlands. During the Postclassic period and the ravages of the Spanish con- 
quest, the Maya maintained their traditions, if in continuously evolving form 
and over periods of dramatic decline in population. The small Itzaj kingdom 


in the lake region of Peten resisted invasions of the Spaniards until the late- 


seventeenth century. Far into the twentieth century, 
existed outside the direct control of nation states (Palk 


The legacy of the Classic Maya is very much alive today. Archaeologists have 


been asked to interpret, display, conserve, and Sometimes dispute and debate 
that heritage, often in complex circumstances. Houston 


to work in Guatemala during a horrific civil war. Becau 
and covering canopy, the rain forest became the prim 
government forces and guerrilla groups of Maya and 
ants. The Peace Accord of 1996 brought that period 
distant mortar blasts or machine gun fire were a remot 
But Maya ruins soon attracted other kinds of conflict 
people and entrepreneurs saw 


some tiny groups even 
a 2005). 


and Inomata began 
se of its remoteness 
ary battlefield between 
displaced Ladino peas- 
to an end. Thereafter, 
e, if chilling, memory. 
and change. Business- 
revived economic Opportunities for tourism in 


ource of foreign currency in Guatemala. Others 
wished to explore oil reserves in salt domes under the jungle. Increased drug 


trafficking on rivers and in isolated airstrips harvested new forms of wealth 
and violence, as did the traffic and transport of human beings across national 
boundaries. Leaders of indigenous groups, some connected to former guerrilla 
movements, sought to reclaim Maya sites as sacred ancestral places. 

After the Peace Accord, Houston worked at Pie 
trolled by one of the main guerrilla or 


ganizations, t 
(FAR). The FAR had discouraged looting but | 


the occasional minefield. When the FAR depart 


archaeological sites — a major s 
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illegal settlement, despite its status as a national park, and increased activity 
by smugglers of drugs and people. At Aguateca, where Inomata continued 
his research, radical indigenous-rights groups agitated for control of the site, 
leading to illegal squatting and large-scale deforestation. Most of Inomata’s 
workers were poor Q’eqchi’ Maya farmers who had suffered during the civil 
war, caught between the army and the guerrillas. They distrusted both the 
government and radical groups associated with former guerrillas. Some opted 
for quick income through looting and land grabs. Yet, a small number explored 
initiatives to protect the site and forest and to seek sustainable development 
through community-based tourism. Today, attitudes towards archaeological 
sites remain as diverse and conflicted as the Maya themselves. That is unlikely 
to shift in the future. 

The Classic Maya “speak” more broadly, too. When the destruction of 
rainforest became a worldwide concern, many people attempted to find guid- 
ance for modern policy by looking at the course of Classic society. Practical 
and moral lessons were drawn from the “failure” of Maya civilization or its 
“successful” adaptation to the tropical environment. Whatever the merit of 
these views, their existence shows that the study of the Classic Maya can not 
address just the distant past. The Classic Maya formed an important part of 
human experience, as documented in this book. But they endure yet more 
strongly in their relevance to living groups far and wide, as their contribution 
is pondered, studied, and reimagined a millennium after their demise. 
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IN THE FIRST MILLENNIUM AD, THE CLASSIC MAYA CREATED COURTLY SOCIETIES 
in and around the Yucatan Peninsula leaving some of the most striking intellectual 
and aesthetic achievements of the ancient world, at large settlements like Tikal, 
Copan, and Palenque. This book is the first in-depth synthesis of the Classic Maya. 
It is richly informed by new decipherments of hieroglyphs and decades of inten- 
sive excavation and survey. Structured by categories of the person in society, 
it reports on kings, queens, nobles, gods, and ancestors, as well as the many millions 
of farmers and other figures who lived in societies predicated on sacred kingship 
and varying political programs. The Classic Maya presents a tandem model of 
societies bound by moral covenants and convulsed by unavoidable tensions 
between groups, all affected by demographic trends and changing environments. 
Focusing on the Classic heartland but referring to other zones, it will serve as the 
basic source for all readers interested in the civilization of the Maya. 
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